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Thank you to the readers and fans who love a good romance 
and 


great characters. Thanks, also, for writing and letting me 
know when 


something touches you, amuses you, makes you cry or 
laugh, or just 


entertains you for a while. It’s why we do what we do. Enjoy! 
AKM 


ChaPteR one 


“It’s good to see you again, Mr. Stone. The car you ordered 
IS 


waiting and the GPS has been set with the address you 
requested. 


l'm sorry for your loss, sir. Ms. Lizbet, she was a grand one.” 
“Thank you, Harry. She was that.” Micah said, trying not 


to wince at hearing more condolences. He’d heard that 
people 


felt numb after a while, and he was waiting for that. Right 
now, 


thinking about what he’d lost with Lizbet’s death was still 
fresh 


and painful. 
He glanced back at the plane before heading for the car that 


waited. The Stones had used this small airport on the edge 
of 


Oklahoma City for years, and Micah knew most of the staff 
there. 
“| don’t know how long l'Il be. | trust you to keep it ready for 


me,” Micah shook Richard’s hand. 


“You know | will, sir. Take care.” 

Easing the luxury sedan onto the road, Micah punched in 
the number for the ranch on his cell, Knowing Momm would 
answer. 

“Stone Canyon. This you, boss?” 

“Is that how you answer my phone, Momm?” There was a 


tiny bit of amusement in the question. As amused as Micah 
could 


be in the circumstances. He felt like he was living under a 
dark 


cloud of sadness, grief, and anger. 
“Of course not. I’m usually completely professional. | figured 


it would be you. What can | do for you? | Know you didn’t 
want 


to take the big bag, but | packed for any occasion. Promise 
you'll 


hang those things up when you get to where you're going. | 
can't 


believe you left looking like you did.” 


“Why? | don’t have to be dressed up to fly a plane, you 
know. 


Listen, | want you to be extra careful while I’m gone. If you 


notice anything unusual, you call me immediately and keep 
in 
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close contact with Ronnie and Batman, okay. I’m serious, 
any thing 


out of the ordinary. Don’t take any chances. Don’t let 
anyone in 


that you don’t know.” 
“As if. You know I’m a big weenie. This is my safe place 


and the only person | feel comfortable having here is you, 
and 


sometimes you scare me.” 
“Bullshit.” 


“Okay, maybe not anymore. You’re a softie, but | know 
better 


than to let anyone else know that. You take care of yourself, 


Micah. This place can’t run without you. We’d all be lost. l'Il 
hold 


down the fort here and you kick some ass up there. This 
sucks 


big ones, really.” Momm was, as usual, eloquent. 


“Colorful as usual, but true in this case. You take care, 
Momm. 


l'Il be in touch.” Micah started to hang up, but he heard 
Momm 


mutter. 

“| wish.” 

“Stop that.” Micah had told the handsome young man over 
and over that there would never be anything but friendship 


between them. Hell, he knew Momm would freak right on 
out 


if he even tried to come on to him. But the little fart loved to 
tease. 
“Oops. Sorry. Bye.” Click. 


Micah patted the pocket of his denim jacket and felt the 
letter 


inside. His thoughts returned to the day he’d met Momm... 
This past spring the boy had shown up at the ranch, scared 


and, by the look of the fading bruises, recently beaten. 
Without 


question, Micah took him into the house. The young man’s 
first 


words were already legend. “Do you know how big those 
things 


out there in that field are?” 


Laughing, Micah answered, “Cattle. They’re called cattle and 
the bigger they are, the better they sell.” 
“You must be a rich, rich man, ’cause those are some big 


motherfuckers out there,” the guy had Micah chuckling 
again. 


“Do you have a name?” Micah led him to a seat at the 
kitchen 
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table, went to the refrigerator and got some milk. He then 
headed 


for the store-bought cookies in the cabinet. 

“Of course. Momm.” 

“Did you just call me Mom?” Micah stopped on his way back 
to the table, eyebrows raised. 

“No,” the man mumbled, head down now. “My name is 


Momm, with two m’s. It’s short for Momma«auist. That’s my 
name, 


Mommauist, uh, with the two m’s.” 
Micah looked at the thin, short, handsome—despite the 


bruising—young man of clearly Hispanic descent and stood 
there 


with the milk and cookies in his hand, his expression 
showed that 


he knew the name was a lie. Momm had wavy dark brown 
hair, 


big almost-black eyes, and full lips with straight white teeth. 
“Okay, Momm it is. How old are you and how’d you end up 


here?” Micah had several people on his staff who had come 
to 


the ranch pretty much the same way he did years ago; 
getting 


away from hell and finding a haven. 
“I turned twenty-one a couple months ago. | know, | know, 


| don’t look like it. | was moving from place to place, ended 
up 


near here, and was lucky enough to find a truck driver and 
he 


said he knew where | could go. He let me off down the road 
a 


bit and told me how to get here. He didn’t tell me about the 
huge 


cattle I’d have to go through.” Momm was looking at the 
milk 


and cookies like he hadn’t eaten in days. 


“Sorry, here.” Micah set them on the table in front of... 


Momm. That would take some getting used to. “You could 
have 


come in on the road and not gone through the cattle. You 
didn’t 


bother any of them, did you?” 
“You're kidding right? Have you seen the horns on those 


things? Yeah, | hurt them. Walked right up and slapped ’em 
in 


the face. That showed ’em. There’s three of them just layin’ 
out 


there.” 


Micah couldn’t help the snort that escaped. “So, what can | 
do 


for you? You’re obviously not going to be working the cattle. 
Got 


any skills?” Micah knew Momm would never make it out on 
the 
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ranch. It wasn’t that he thought the young man wouldn't try, 
but 


something about him just said not a ranch hand. 
“I can cook, clean, do laundry, answer phones, take notes. | 


would be a really good houseboy. I’d be happy to never step 
foot 


out there again. | promise | would do a good job for you and 
not 


get in your way and no one is after me, | swear, if you’re 
worried 


about that. | just need a place to be safe. They said I’d be 
safe 


here.” 
“Do | look like someone who needs a houseboy?” Micah 


looked at him, frowning, knowing all the while that he was 
going 


to end up with a damn houseboy, but there was no way 
Micah 


was going to call him that. 
“The place looks like it could use me and l'Il make you glad 


you hired me, | promise. | don’t take up much room and | 
don’t 


eat much and | can be quiet, if | have to. | do like to talk, 
when 


I’m not scared to death.” 
“Well, Momm, with two m’s, it looks like | have a new 


housekeeper. Sorry, | can’t go with the houseboy thing. 
Actually, 


there’s a couple of rooms off the kitchen that were used by 
the 


cook when Ted and Lizbet were here. You can have them. lIl 


help you get set up in there and we'll talk more later. I’ve 
got 


work to do now, but take your time, get a shower, a nap 
maybe, 


and l'Il see you about six.” 

“Uh, thank you for letting me stay, really,” Momm said, 
quietly. 

“Come on, you look like you’re about to fall asleep sitting 


there.” Micah pointed to a door leading into a hallway off 
the 


kitchen. 

“I’m safe now, aren’t |?” 

“Yes, Momm, you're safe now.” 

That’s how it had started and Micah knew he could not do 
without Momm now. Momm had surprised Micah with a very 


good meal on the table that first night and had not stopped 
since. 


He was very efficient and as he'd said, happy to never step 
foot 


out the door. He’d gotten to where he would go into town 
now for 
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groceries when someone else was going in. And, much to 
Micah’s 


delight, there was no more need for store bought cookies. 
Momm 


was a wizard when it came to baking. The crew was happy, 
too, 


because Momm shared with the cook at the bunkhouse. 
Micah shook his head. He had quite a motley crew out there. 


Almost half of them had arrived like Momm, looking for a 
place 


where they would be safe. Some were gay, some were 
displaced 


for other reasons, some had been abused by family or 
others, and 


some just needed a home. Since the Stones had provided 
that 


very thing for Micah, he found great comfort in being able to 
pay it forward. 

6666 

Now he’d lost both the Stones, leaving a big hole in his life. 


Micah had been a lonely, tortured, rebellious fifteen-year-old 


when he'd been taken in by the Stones. His was the age-old 
story 


of being turned out by his family when they found out he 
was 


gay. Both his father and his older brother had gotten several 
good 


licks in before he managed to get away from them. His 
mother 


had stood by, silent, as her youngest son was kicked out of 
the 


house and the family. For more than two weeks he’d 
scrambled 


around trying to find work so he could eat. School was 
forgotten, 


people he’d thought were friends turned away from him, 
and he 


didn’t know what would become of him. 
He’d been standing in front of a café in the small town 
of Franklin, which was about thirty minutes out of Lawton, 


Oklahoma, when a man touched him on the shoulder and 
said, 


“You hungry, son?” 


“"M not your son.” He’d managed to sound belligerent but 
he 


was both hungry and scared. Life on the road for a fairly 
good- 


looking teen on his own had proven to be dangerous. 
Hitching 


brought on its own hazards. To make it worse, his stomach 
growled, loudly. 
“You're right, you’re not my son, but you are hungry. Why 


don’t you come on in and let me get you something to eat? 
Hey, 


don’t look at me like that. | don’t want anything from you. 
Swear 
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it. | just think you might need some hot food.” 

“You got work | can do? | don’t take charity. And | don’t do 
tricks so don’t ask.” Micah had muttered. 

“| already told you | don’t expect anything like that. I’m a 


very happily married man. You'll love Lizbet, my wife. She’s 
got 


a heart bigger than Texas and will fall right in love with you. 
You 


might find yourself adopted before you can get any work 
done 


at all. Relax, I’m kidding you. Come on, let’s go get some 
food 


and then we'll talk about getting you some work. Know 
anything 


about ranching?” 
Micah hadn't been allowed to stay in the bunkhouse due to 


his young age, and by the time he was old enough, he was 
family. 


Ted had a shadow from the day he brought Micah home. 
Micah 


wanted to learn everything, be everything that Ted needed. 
He 


felt he could never repay the Stones for all they’d given 
him. They 


told him that his being gay had absolutely nothing to do 
with his 


worth and they proved it over and over. 
Ted Stone’s prediction had come true. Within a year, Micah 


had found out that his parents had been killed in a wreck, 
his 

brother refused to allow him to attend the funeral, and Ted 
and 


Lizbet Stone became the family he craved. Soon after, he 
became 


Micah Stone and his former self, Wayne Likens, was no 
more. 


He’d come to love both Ted and Lizbet, both strong 
personalities, 


and as Ted had said, each had huge, welcoming hearts. 
6666 


As Micah drove through familiar streets it was all he could 
do 


not to turn on the street that would lead to Lizbet’s home. 
He’d 


been there so many times, coming often to take her out to 
dinner 


and just spend time with her. No, he had to follow the damn 


GPS to this damn private detective’s office so he could find 
out 


what that damn letter meant. There weren’t enough damns 
in the 


world to ease his mood. He thought about how much Lizbet 
had 


come to mean to him and what he’d learned from her 
example. 


Lizbet had doted on Micah and spoiled him with love and 


attention. She was so clearly in love with her big tall 
husband that 
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it made Micah feel good just being around them. The 
devotion 


was obviously mutual and for years they were very happy. 
That happiness crashed with the sudden death of Ted Stone 


from a heart attack. No one had suspected that he had a 
heart 


problem. It had never shown on any test that he’d gone 
through. 


He’d appeared to be completely healthy. The jury was out 
on 


who took it hardest, Lizbet or Micah. Their world had 
revolved 


around Ted and they spent months in a daze of pain and 
loss. 


That was the year that Micah turned twenty-four. What 


changed things for both of them was the arrival of Ronnie. 
The 


doctor in town had called the ranch and admitted to sending 
out 


someone looking for work. It seemed that Ronnie Trask had 


come into his office after losing a fight against three other 
men 


who didn’t like finding out that the new man on the crew 
was gay. 


The doctor thought Micah might have a place for him to stay 
and 


some work that Ronnie could do until he healed at least. 
When the battered man showed up at the kitchen door, hat 


in hand, face bruised and arm in a sling, Micah had seen 
himself 


years before and something about the situation had brought 


Lizbet back to life also. She welcomed Ronnie in and told 
him he 


could stay at the house until he was better and then they’d 
find 


him some work. Ronnie refused to stay at the house, 
preferring 


the bunkhouse instead. He asked if his being gay was going 
to 


get him another beating. 
“Not on this ranch,” Micah promised. “I’m gay and no 


one here will ever cause you a moment’s grief over your 
sexual 


preference. Now, if you don’t carry your weight around here, 
you 


might get some ribbing, but there is no prejudice on the 
place. 


That’s how this ranch is run. l'Il take you down and 
introduce you 


to the men we have here now. Mom Liz, l'Il be back for 
Supper 


with you.” 


That was the start of their practice of accepting men onto 
the 


crew that had trouble fitting in somewhere else. Everyone 
was 


expected to be tolerant and accepting of differences. One 
man 


had a condition that caused him eye pain in bright sunlight 
so he 


wore wraparound sunglasses that made him look like 
Batman, 
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thus the nickname. He and Ronnie had been there longer 
than 


most and were now, respectively, foreman and head 
stockman. 


It wasn’t long after Micah turned twenty-six that Lizbet 
came 


to him and said she wanted to move to Oklahoma City. He 
was 


dumbfounded. 
“Why? You love the ranch. Are you going to sell it? Are you 


sick? What do you need?” Micah thought his heart would 
break. 


He couldn’t stand it if he lost Lizbet, too. 
“No, sweetheart, I’m not sick. I’m unhappy here without Ted. 


| Know I have you and that’s the only thing that has kept me 
here 


this long. | want to live in the city and have a nice 
apartment and 


do some charity work and have friends. You can visit often, 
and 


l'Il come back here on trips to visit with you and the boys, 
but | 


just don’t feel right here anymore. Don’t look so shocked. | 
love 


you and no, of course I’m not going to sell the ranch. The 
ranch 


will be yours one day, silly.” She embraced him, sniffing 
Slightly. 


“It won’t be the same. l'Il miss you like crazy. How will | 


run this place without you?” Micah was reaching for 
anything to 


change her mind. 
“Idiot, you’ve been running this place on your own since Ted 


passed away. We both know it. | was a wife, not a rancher. | 
do 


want this wonderful place to stay in the family. | don’t want 
it 


sold. | want it passed down. | know you won't have children, 
but 


you'll know the right thing to do with it when the time 
comes, 


way in the future. But for now, | want you to live here and 
run 


Stone Canyon Ranch while | go take the town by storm. Will 


you help me?” She leaned back in his arms and looked up at 
him 


as she asked the ridiculous question. If she’d asked him to 
help 


her get nominated for president or queen of the local prom 
he’d 


have moved heaven and earth to make it happen for her. 


So, within a few months, Lizbet lived in a large, lovely 


townhouse apartment in one of the richest sections of 
Oklahoma 


City. Micah had been flying for years by that time and he 
useda 


lot of fuel in those months going back and forth from the 
ranch 


to her new home, getting her settled and making sure she 
had 


everything she needed. Before long, she had found several 
areas 


Stone Canyon 9 


and ways to volunteer her time to helping others. She was 
happier 


than he’d seen her since Ted died so he knew it was a good 
thing. 


But he was lonely on the ranch in that big house all by 
himself. 


6666 
That was six years ago. No one had shared that house with 


him until Momm showed up. Now it wasn’t so achingly 
empty 


anymore, but he was lonely. He’d taken trips into the city to 


take care of his physical needs, but he wanted more. Right 
now, 


though, he had a death to avenge and a mystery to solve. 
Micah was on his way to meet Able Kenton, a private 


investigator in Oklahoma City, per Lizbet’s request in the 
letter 


that the lawyer had given him. Her funeral had been just 
last week 


and he'd still been in a painful stupor after losing his other 
parent. 


This time there was anger, too, though. Someone had killed 
her. 


There was no doubt about it; she had been smothered with 
a 


pillow. But there was forensic evidence that she had fought 
her 


attacker, and that evidence would lead the police, and 
Micah, to 


her killer. God help the bastard, because his days were 
numbered. 


Could Micah kill another man? Right now he felt he could. 
He 


was finding out a lot about what grief could do to you. 
Grief. Too small a word for what Micah felt at the loss of 


Lizbet. Now his grief was mixed with rage at the letter 
explaining 


she had suspected she might be a target. Why hadn’t she 
come to 


him? He had a few ideas about who had gone after his 
mother, 


and he would get to that, but first he had to honor the 
request 


in the letter. 
Lizbet had been out to the ranch a couple of times recently 


and adored Momm. She didn’t even blink when Momm 
explained 


that his real name was Mommauist. 


“Well, bless your heart,” she’d said. “No wonder you 
shortened 


it.” Momm had hugged her and they had gone off to the 
kitchen 


together. They’d become best friends and talked on the 
phone 


often; Micah feared they talked about him a lot. She’d been 


making noises recently about wanting him to find someone. 
She 


didn’t like that he was all alone. She wanted him to find love 
and 
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be happy. Yeah, him, too, but he couldn’t just snap his 
fingers. 


Maybe someday he would find someone, but he would have 
to 


think about that later. 
Right now he was on a mission, and according to the GPS he 


was getting close. As expected, he stopped the car right in 
front 


of the door that said Able Kenton Investigations. He turned 
the 


key and sat a moment in silence. Reaching for the hat on 
the seat 


beside him, he remembered getting the letter. 
6666 


Micah had been in the barn with Batman when he’d heard 
his 


name called. Walking out into the lot in front of the big barn, 
he 


was surprised to see the lawyer again. The will had already 
been 


read with no surprises. 
“Hello, Mr. Jackson. What brings you back out here?” Micah 


shook the lawyer’s hand. 


“I’m performing the last duty | promised Ms. Lizbet. | was 


told to give this to you a week after her death. | don’t know 
what 


is in it, but she brought it to me about a week before she 
died. | 


hope it’s not bad news, Mr. Stone.” With that, Mr. Jackson 
handed 


Micah a letter and told him good day. 
Micah had walked to the front porch and sat in Lizbet’s chair 


to read her handwritten letter. He was afraid he’d end up in 
tears at 


her last missive. Little did he know that he’d be furious 
instead. 


Darling Micah, 


| want to take this opportunity to tell you how much joy 
you've given 


me since you came to us. You made Ted and me so very 
happy. He was 


thrilled to have someone he loved to leave the ranch to, and 
| was just 


thrilled to have someone to love. You brought both of us so 
much joy. | 


thank you and love you with all my heart. 


Now, to the reason for this letter. I’m afraid you’re going to 
be 


angry and hurt if you’re reading this and for that I’m sorry, 
darling. 


I’m doing what I think is best for you and | know you won't 
agree, but 


you'll forgive me, | know that. 


I’ve gotten offers on the ranch before, but recently they 
haven't 
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been taking no for an answer. One man in particular keeps 
coming back 


insisting that | sell the ranch to him. I’ve told him over and 
over that 


Stone Canyon Ranch is not for sale at any price. | know he 
came to see 


you about it, too, because he told me that you told him the 
same thing. 


Anyway, he’s gone from requests to threats and I’m getting 
a real sense 


of impending doom. | know that sounds dramatic, but little 
things have 


been happening lately that | wonder about. Things missing, 
out of place, 


and | almost got hit by a car the other day. | could swear | 
was pushed 


into the intersection, but when | looked around after barely 
managing to 


jump back in time, there was no one who looked suspicious. 


Maybe it’s just an old woman’s irrational fear, but | wanted 
to let 


you know if anything happened to me that you were to go to 
the office of 


Able Kenton. He is a private investigator here and he has 
information 


that you need to figure out what happened. | don’t want the 
ranch sold, 


Micah. | want it to stay in your hands. | know you love that 
place, every 


inch of it. You and Ted used to ride for hours going over all of 
it and 


making plans. 


This man keeps talking about the hot springs and plans for 
using the 


land for a resort of some kind. Not like a vacation place but 
to build a 


few houses for the super rich and famous to have a getaway 
with all the 


privacy and protection available, but with snazzy homes and 
oh, hon, it 


just sounds like a mess to me. He said his company had 
already bought a 


couple of the places next to us. Who has sold out to them? 
Do you know? 


Find out and make sure they wanted to sell. 


This man’s name is Omar Friedkin, and he works for a 
company 


called Global Vistas. If they’re all over the globe, he needs 
to take his 


project somewhere else. He’s not a nice man, though at first 
he came on as 


charming. But when | repeatedly told him | wasn’t interested 
in selling, 


that | was keeping it in the family, he became rude and 
menacing. 


| Know you are sitting there going “Why? Why didn’t she tell 
me? 


Why am | finding this out now?” I’m planning to, | am, but, 
just in 

case something happens before | do... | swear. | dreaded 
letting you 


know about this because | knew you’d go after this man and 
probably 


get into trouble. Promise me you'll go to Able and work on it 
with him. 


He has some other information and the two of you can 
figure this out 


without you going to jail for murder. Promise me, on the love 
| have for 
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you and you for me, that you will take this letter to Able 
Kenton and see 


what he has to say. | love you. Mom Liz. 
That letter made a crinkling noise as he got out of the car. 


He’d gone right in to the house and told Momm to pack a 
bag 


for him quickly while he got the plane ready. His obvious 
stress 


had set Momm into motion and he was in flight within the 
hour. 


Momm had been horrified that he would leave with the 
smell of 


the barn on him and wearing his dusty boots and work 
clothes. 


Micah didn’t care. He wasn’t going to a party; he was going 
ona 


manhunt. Bastard. Omar Friedkin’s days were numbered. He 
just 


had to find the proof he needed to put the man away. 


Able Kenton’s eyes widened as the door was thrust open 
and 


banged off the wall behind it. Good Lord, all the man needed 


was the sheepskin jacket and he could stand in for the 
Marlboro 


Man. Able was looking at a real cowboy. He knew not just by 


the clothes, but by the smell coming off those nasty boots. 
His 


instinct was to ask “What commercial did you just come off 
of?” 


because the man really looked out of place. 
His eyes got even wider as the tall, lean, handsome man 


advanced into the room until he stood right up against the 
desk. 


He reached into his jacket pocket and Able tensed, but he 
brought 


out a letter and flipped it onto the desk. 

“Read that.” The voice had command and power behind it. 
This was a man who was used to giving orders. 

“You are?” Able tried to hold his own. 


“Just read it.” 


Able took the letter and opened it. He recognized the writing 


immediately and he couldn’t help a small gasp. Looking up 
at the 


man, he wondered if this was Lizbet’s beloved son, Micah. 
She’d 


said he was a good-looking man and very strong. Able liked 
what 


he saw, but he put that thought aside as he read the letter. 
When 


he finished reading, he set it down on the desk and leaned 
over to 


open his bottom drawer. Digging out a folder, he drew 
another 


letter out and pushed it across the desk. 

“Now you read that.” 
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Able watched as confusion and then resignation marched 


across the man’s face. He saw sadness in the eyes. Yeah, 
this 


was Liz’s son. He felt for the guy. He’d known the woman for 
about four months and he’d come to be very fond of her. He 


had begged her to tell her son what was going on. He 
figured he 


was in for a beating when Micah read the other letter. But 
she’d 


made him promise and she’d sworn she was going to tell 
him. 


Somehow, he didn’t think that was going to matter to Micah. 
She 


had hired Able because she was getting worried that 
someone 


would do her harm. For some reason, she didn’t want her 
son 


to know. He’d felt it wasn’t his place to question her about 
her 


family. Now he wished he had. He figured he deserved what 
was 


coming, in an odd sort of way. He’d felt bad since hearing of 
Lizbet Stone’s death. 
“What the fuck! You knew about all this? She told you to 


contact me if anything happened to her. You knew someone 
was 


after my mother and you let it happen? Are you in sane? 
Who is 


this lawyer and what does she want us to do with him?” 
Micah 


was leaning over the desk and Able could see that it was all 
Micah 


could do not to reach out and hit him. 
“| understand where you’re coming from...” Able didn’t get 
far with that line. 


“Bullshit. You have no idea where I’m coming from. 
Someone 


held a pillow to my mother’s face while she fought for her 
life. 


My mother! The woman that | loved above all things on this 


earth. She didn’t see fit to tell me she was scared about 
someone 


harming her in time to help her. Now | find that you knew 
there 


was a chance that this might happen and you did nothing. 
She 


thought I’d go after this Friedkin freak. It’s all | can do not to 


go after you right now. How could you let that happen to 
such a 


wonderful person? | just don’t get it.” Micah knew he was 
losing 


it, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself. 
Able leaned his chair back, looked up at Micah, and said, “I 


tried over and over to get her to tell you. She swore she was 
going 


to. She begged me not to interfere. Don’t you think that | 
regret 


that | knew she was in danger and | let her talk me out of 
going 
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to you? I’ve been investigating the company and Mr. 
Friedkin for 


her, and have reports on both that l'Il share with you. It 
sounds 


like she wanted us to work together. | don’t mind that. | 
usually 


work by myself, but since I’ve already messed up in the 
worst way 


in this case, | am agreeable to whatever you want to do. I’m 
SO 


sorry for your loss. | had become very fond of Lizbet Stone. 
She 


was a remarkable woman and she loved you very much. But 
you 


know that. I’m sorry.” 
Able didn’t know what he could do to make amends. 


Granted, she was his client and he was following her wishes 
and 


investigating like she wanted, but he could see that Micah 
didn’t 


see it that way. He waited to see what Micah Stone was 
going to 


do now. 
“She was pretty stubborn, wasn’t she? I’m sure she told you 


not to tell me and as she was your client, | see how you 
would do 


as she insisted, but man, it’s hard to think this might have 
been 


different if l’d known what was going on.” Micah dropped 
into 


the chair near where he’d been standing and put his hand 
up to 


his forehead, rubbing, as if it hurt him. 


“Headache? Need some aspirin? Or would something 
stronger 


help?” Able offered. 
“No, | mean yes, | have a headache, and no, | don’t want a 


drink. Do you know this lawyer she talks about?” Micah 
asked. 


“I know of him. He’s good. By the way, | got this letter 
yesterday with a note that said to wait to hear from you. I’ve 


been a little undecided on what to do about what I do know 
and 


what this lawyer may have. Have you eaten? How about we 
go 


get a meal and then we'll both go see this Bill Townsend and 
find 


out what light he can shed on the case. Maybe some food 
would 


help with that headache.” Able stood, walked around the 
desk, 


offered his hand, and said, “A little late, but Able Kenton, 
nice 


to meet you. I’m sorry about your mother’s death. I’d like to 
help 


you find out who killed her and bring him to justice. | think 
she 


might have wanted me to ride herd, pardon the pun, on you 
SO 


you wouldn’t end up in jail.” 
Micah took his hand and said, unnecessarily, “Micah Stone. 
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Lunch sounds good. Put these letters in whatever file you 
have 


and I'll look at it while we eat and then we can talk. Thank 
you 


for helping her as much as you did. | hate thinking that she 
was 


scared for weeks and didn’t let me help her. It makes me 
Sick, 


literally, to think this happened because she was afraid to 
tell me.” 


Micah sighed, sounding like he was taking on as much guilt 
as he 


wanted to thrust on Able. 
The more time Able spent in Micah’s company, the less the 


smell of his boots bothered him. He began to think that 
Micah 


smelled like a man who worked hard. His clothes showed 
that 


he’d been working, but they were fairly clean and well-kept 
and 


didn’t look cheap. They fit him well, too. Oh yes, Able 
noticed 


that as he gathered the file together and followed Micah out 
of 


the office, locking up carefully. He’d liked Micah’s big strong 


hand, too, when he'd clasped it. He preferred large, strong 
men 


who knew how to handle themselves. Micah Stone was more 


and more intriguing as Able got to know him. Having 
listened to 


Lizbet talk of Micah’s virtues so often, Able was ready to 
believe 


that Micah was truly a nice man. He certainly was 
handsome. 


Able tried not to let Micah see how he was cataloging his 


looks as they headed out of the office. Tall, about six three 
he’d 


bet. Micah’s hair was dark, short, and covered with that 
battered 


cowboy hat. His eyes were a solid dark blue, almost navy. 
Able 


didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone with navy blue eyes 
before. 


A strong nose over very nice full lips that were just begging 


for a crushing kiss. He knew that Micah was gay, but he 
didn’t 


know if he had anyone at present, or for that matter if he 
would 


be interested in advances from Able. He decided it was 
worth 


investigating. Right now he was investigating the way those 
jeans 


fit that nice ass as he followed Micah. 


When they got outside he looked around and must have 


seemed surprised when Micah headed for a silver Lexus. 
Micah stopped and said, “What did you think I rode in?” 
“You've got to admit that you look like you just got off a 
horse, and your boots smell like...” 

“I know. Momm already fussed at me for coming straight 
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here like this. | was in the barn when the lawyer showed up 
with 


that letter and | was so mad | just came on.” 
“Mom? | thought she, | mean...”Able couldn’t keep the 
confusion out of his voice. 


“My housekeeper is aman named Momm, with two m’s, 
short 


for Mommdauist. He’s been with me for several months and 
has 


taken over the house. He’s quite a character. He packed 
enough 


for me to go on a three week vacation and made me swear 
I'd 

hang my clothes up when | got settled. He’s as much like a 
mom 


as any you'll find. But, he’s a great cook and keeps the 
house 


better than | ever had time to do.” 
“Is he your, | mean do you and he...okay, none of my 


business.” Able knew his attempt to get information on 
Micah’s 


love life was awkward at best and probably too soon. 


“No. He’s not my anything other than friend and 
housekeeper. 


Get in, where we going?” Micah looked a little surprised by 


Able’s interest, but had been quick to let him know of the 
benign 


relationship between the two. Good, that was good. 

“Turn left at the light up there and we'll go down about three 
blocks to Toppers. There’s parking in the back. You okay with 
barbecue? It’s about the best around,” Able said. 

“Sounds fine. Maybe we can go over what you know about 


this. | know finding her killer won’t make her any less gone, 
orme 


hurt any less, but | want to know. And she seemed to want 
me to 


work with you, so she must think you have some answers, 
unless 


she was trying her hand at matchmaking.” Micah was 
looking at 


him as he put the car into park and turned off the key. 


“I can’t say, but | wouldn’t put it past her. She knew we 
were 


both gay and she sure did give you a nice build up.” Able 
chuckled, 


almost afraid to look over at Micah’s expression. He was 
hoping 


for acceptance of his mother’s possible attempts on his 
behalf. 


“Right now, | am more interested in finding out who killed 


my mother, and where all these clues lead, than | am in 
meeting 


anyone personally. Sorry if that sounds rude. | can be pretty 
blunt.” Micah got out and Able did the same, pausing to look 
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over the roof of the car. 

“| don’t mind at all. | understand. I’m interested, just so 


you know, but let’s just focus on what information we have 
and 


what we need to do next. Put anything else on a back 
burner. 


Deal?” Able waited to see if Micah would freak out at his 
words. 


Micah didn’t. He just stood for a minute, looking across at 
Able 


consideringly, then nodded, slamming the car door and 
walking 


around it to meet Able. 


Able hadn’t expected him to say anything after that quick 
nod 


of his head, but when Micah reached him, he leaned down 
just 


that little bit and said, softly, “Deal.” It was all Able could do 
not 


to reach up and get a taste. He’d never realized he had a 
thing for 


cowboys, but just looking at, being near Micah had him 
dreaming 


of long lust-filled hours. Focus, Able, focus. 


ChaPteR two 


Micah followed Able to a table near the back of the 
restaurant, 


paying little attention to the décor or the patrons. He 
noticed 


Able nodding to a couple of the waiters and some of the 
diners. 


He was certainly well known here. It must be a good place if 


he spent enough time here to get acquainted with the staff 
and 


patrons. As they settled he suggested, “Why don’t you order 


whatever you usually get, since you know what’s good. | 
don’t 


care what | eat right now. Can I have the file?” He wanted to 
get 


started on the reason he was here, finding out what Able 
had on 


Friedkin and Global Vistas. Then they’d go see this lawyer 
and 


find out what he had to do with things. Someone else who 
had 


known that Lizbet was in danger and did nothing about it? 
Micah 


was SO tired all of a sudden. His sigh gave him away. 
“This is really hard for you, | get that,” Able said. 
“This whole week has been a little out of my range of 


comfort. I’ve spent time with the police investigating the 
murder, 


given statements, answered questions | barely understood, 
and 


attended the funeral, after making the arrangements. I'd 
just 


gotten back to work when the lawyer showed up with the 
letter 


that brought me here, to you. Let’s see what you’ve got for 
me,” 


Micah knew he was blushing as he realized how the last 
sentence 


could be taken, since Able had admitted an interest in him. 
To be 


perfectly honest, he felt an answering awareness. But he 
couldn’t 


think about anything but who killed his mother. 
“Relax. We’re on the same page, deferred interest to be 


explored at another time. Now we have to see what we can 
put 


together before we go see Townsend. Ah, here’s the waiter.” 


Micah thought that Able might be blushing a little. For some 
reason, Micah liked that. 
Micah paid no attention as Able ordered for them except to 


agree to iced tea. He had pulled the file over and was 
spreading 


out the sheets of paper inside. Able leaned across the table 
and 
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reached over to move some of them around. 

“Do you need to be over here so you can see them?” Micah 
asked. 

“Nah, | can read upside down, no problem. These are the 


basics of the company that Friedkin represents. It’s very 
large, 


but I think global is a bit presumptuous. They have a history 
of 


going into an area and suddenly people are happy to sell 
out and 


move, and in two cases | found there were sudden deaths 
that 


no one seemed to connect to them. | can’t prove anything, 
but 


it’s there, it happened, and it might go toward a pattern. 
Lizbet 


mentioned that some of your neighbors had moved recently. 


Do you know them?” Able was looking through the sheets 
and 


passing them one at a time to Micah to look at as he talked. 


“I know that old man Bonner sold his place, but he had 
talked 


about moving to be closer to his daughter and her family. | 
didn’t 


think anything about it. Then there’s the Donaldsons. That 
was a 


surprise, but I didn’t put it together as connected in any 
way. l’d 


just heard that they got an offer for their property and took 
it.” 


Micah sat still, thinking about what he’d heard and if there 
was 


anything that might shed some light on this. 
“I remember folks talking about how odd it was that the 


Donaldsons moved right after planting. If they’d planned to 
leave, 


why did they put in crops they had no intention of 
harvesting? 


People just shrugged it off, though.” 
“I’m making notes of that to add to what | have. Maybe we 


could find them and see what their story is. Does anyone 
know 


where they went?” Able asked. 


“Sure, | guess so. l'Il check around. So, do you have 
anything 


on this Friedkin character? That’s not the name of the man 
who 


came and asked if | was interested in selling a couple of 
months 


ago. | sent him packing, telling him I didn’t own the place, 
but | 


knew the owner did not want to sell. | didn’t even go into 
the fact 


that it was my mother who owned it, or that she planned to 
leave 


it to me. It was none of his business. | didn’t hear back from 
him 


so | forgot about it.” Micah wondered if that man had been 
the 


one, the one who had killed his mother. 
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“What are you thinking? That’s quite an expression,” Able 


wanted to know. 
“Just wondering if the man who showed up at the ranch that 


day is the one who killed her. This is making me crazy, Able. 
I've 


never been violent, but I just want to hurt someone. It’s a 
strange 


feeling for me.” Micah admitted. 
“Understandable. Try to focus on finding a way to take them 


all down, without going to jail for it. It’s what Lizbet wanted. 
Do 


it right, for her.” 
“Low one, Kenton.” Micah teased, relieved to have his anger 


averted, even temporarily, and realizing that was what Able 
was 


trying to do. 


“Whatever works,” Able said, pulling some papers to the 
front 


and tapping them. “Here’s my stuff on Friedkin. He’s what 
my 


mother would have called smarmy. He’s so slick, nothing 
sticks to 


him. He comes on charming, as Lizbet said, but when he 
doesn’t 


get his way, he can be very rude and threatening. I’ve 
talked toa 


few disgruntled people and the interviews are in there. 
These are 


people that he pushed to get them to either sell their 
property to 


him or to influence others. Omar doesn’t have a lot of 
friends.” 


“Maybe he can make some in prison,” Micah said, letting 
Able 


know that he intended to do this legally. 


“There’s a thought.” Able smiled and Micah sucked in air. 
For 


a moment he looked at the private investigator that his 
mother 


had sent him to see. He had to admit he liked what he saw. 
Able 


was almost as tall as he was with straight, dark, blond- 
streaked 


hair. There were at least three colors in there and he 
wondered 


if it was natural or if the man spent time at a beauty salon 
to get 


that look. Able’s eyes were big and Micah figured that was 
what 


they called hazel, since he couldn’t get a clear color. Were 
they 


green, gold, brown, or gray? He wasn’t sure since they 
seemed to 


change all the time. He was thin and wiry and wore his suit 
well, 


but Micah would like to see him in jeans, tight ones. 

“Hey, Micah. Food’s here. Fold that up and we'll eat and talk 
some.” Able had a quizzical look on his face, as if wondering 
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what Micah had been thinking. Micah gathered the 
information 


and set it aside as a heaping plate of barbecue was placed 
in front 


of him. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was. The smell 
was 


heavenly. 
“This looks good. Thanks for ordering.” With that Micah 


took a moment to take in his surroundings. It wasn’t a classy 
place 


like Micah had thought Able would go to, but it was 
interesting. 


The waiters all wore jeans and black t-shirts with a red 
bandana 


hanging from their back pockets. There was a bar with a 
large TV 


on a sports channel. It was what Micah considered a guy’s 
place. 


“This is a nice place. You know the owners?” Micah asked 
around a big bite of delicious meat. 

“My dad owns it, and two of the waiters are my brothers.” 
“You're kidding. Who cooks? Your mom?” Micah asked, 
teasing. 


“No, we lost her to cancer twelve years ago, when my 
youngest 


brother, the one over there, was ten years old.” Able 
pointed toa 


handsome kid waiting on a table of businessmen. 

“I’m sorry. How old were you then?” Micah felt for him, 
knowing the pain of the loss so recently. 

“I was twenty. It was a long time ago, but we still miss her.” 
Able was quiet for a moment. 


“So, you're thirty-two? Me, too. The Stones adopted me 
when 


| was sixteen. | showed up in town and Ted bought me a 
meal and 


took me home with him.” Micah remembered that day 
fondly. 


“How come? Why were you on your own at that age? Were 


you in the foster system?” Able seemed really interested, 
but 


Micah didn’t want to go into all of it so he made the long 
story 


short. 


“Family kicked me out, after a hard beating, when they 
learned 


| was gay, and then later my parents died in a wreck. | 
haven't 


heard from my brother since the funeral he wouldn’t allow 
me to 


attend. | could have fought him over it, but saw no reason 
to.” 


“At sixteen?” Able seemed incredulous. 

Stone Canyon 23 

“At fifteen. | was with the Stones for a year before they 
adopted me. | never thought | could be so happy. | loved the 


Stones with all my heart. | could do no better than to be like 
Ted 


Stone and to honor Lizbet’s memory and wishes. She wants 
that 


ranch to stay in the family and it will, and when it’s my time 
to go, 


l'Il decide what happens to it. It sure as hell won’t be the 
center 


for some damned rich people’s hideaway homes.” 
“Well said. Who knows, you might end up with someone to 


pass it down to yourself. You’ve already taken in one young 
man 


with the Momm guy, right?” Able said, head tilted. 
“Oh, Momm’s not the first to show up at the ranch like that. 
About a good third or more of my crew are people who have 


come there looking for a place to be themselves, whether 
that 


means, gay, straight guys who were in abusive situations 
and just 


had to get out, or even a couple with mild handicaps. 
Batman is 


a good example.” 
“Batman works for you?” Able’s brows raised and Micah got 


a good look at those big eyes; they looked green right then. 
Able 


looked delighted with his question. 


“Yeah, he got the name ’cause he has to wear these special 


sunglasses that wrap around to protect his eyes. He could 
work 


inside and not have to, but he loves working with the 
horses, SO 


he’s happy and he’s a great hand. | try to do what Ted did 
forme 


and I’ve found that | have good loyal workers who are happy 
to 


be there. The people in town are good about the whole 
thing. 


They’ve accepted what | do and why. I’ve had different folks 
Call 


and ask about sending someone out to me that they’ve 
come in 


contact with who has a need. If there’s a way we can use 
them, 


we take them on. It’s worked so far.” Micah stopped, 
realizing 


he’d talked more than he’d planned. 

“You're a good man. She said you were, but | didn’t know 
about all that. That’s commendable. Is the ranch big?” Able 
asked, genuine interest evident in his expressive eyes. 


“One of the biggest in Oklahoma. We're about eighty miles 


west of Lawton. We own eleven sections. That includes a 
massive 


canyon, called Stone Canyon, as well as a hot springs and 
lots of 
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good fertile land for grazing. It’s a perfect setup for our 
needs. 


We run about three thousand head of cattle, Longhorns, and 
some Brahma and Angus.” 
“Wow. Those are big numbers. You run the whole thing?” 


Able asked, brows raised, and when Micah nodded, he 
whistled. 


“You do? That’s impressive. It looks to me like you are a 
hands- 


on boss, too. | like that.” 

“Even with the smell?” Micah teased. 

“Even with.” 

“I can clean up when I have to, but | was in a hurry.” 


“No problem, really, I’ve gotten used to it. So, you’ve not 
had 


any trouble from these people at your ranch? They haven't 
tried 


anything to get you to change your mind?” Able asked. 


“Frankly, they’d be stupid to try. The other two that | know 


of were small places. Nice people, good neighbors, but 
Stone 


Canyon is massive. At any time, we have between forty and 
fifty 


hands. During roundup it’s more, of course.” 
Able whistled again at that. 
They finished eating and headed out to the car. Able took 


Micah through the kitchen this time and introduced him to 
his 


father. Micah complimented the food and they left. 


“So, in her letter to you, Mom Liz said for us to see this 
lawyer, 


Bill Townsend. Do you know why?” Micah asked as they 
settled 


into the car. 
“Not really. | did the work she asked me to do and found 
the information you saw. Omar Friedkin works for this Global 


Vistas. They buy up large parcels of land and develop it. 
They 


obviously don’t care about how they get it. Global Vistas has 


a good public reputation. | don’t think many people know 
that 


they harass the people into selling, or maybe even worse. | 
sent 


her all the data I’d collected on them and she thanked me, 
all the 


while promising she would talk to you about it. I’m so sorry 
she 


didn’t.” 
Micah thought about it a moment. “Maybe she took the 
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information to this lawyer to see if he could take it further. 
Do 


something about it legally, ya Know? We'll find out when we 
see 


him. Maybe he can pull it all together for us. I’d sure like 
some 


answers.” 
“You and me both. This is beginning to feel personal. | liked 
Ms. Lizbet a lot and now you’re kind of growing on me, too. | 


hate what happened to you both. I’d like to see this 
through.” 


“Not a problem. I’d say Lizbet got her wish in this and we’re 


partners, for a while at least. We'll see about later...later.” 
Micah 


started the car and asked where they were going. 
Able looked it up in the letter and told Micah how to get 


there. Before long they were entering a large building with 
what 


looked to Micah like hundreds of blue tinted windows. The 
place 


was huge. Going into the lobby, they headed over to the 
wall 


with a listing of the offices. Micah wondered if they’d even 
be 


able to meet with the lawyer today. All they could do was 
try. 


If not, they’d have to make an appointment. For right now, 
he 


just wanted to be doing something about the information in 
the 


letters. 
They found that Bill Townsend’s office was the twenty-third 
floor—the whole twenty-third floor. With a quick look at each 


other, they stepped into one of the elevators and pushed 
the 


button for their destination. 


Micah looked at Able, who returned his stare. Now wasn’t 
the 


time to notice how nice Able looked in his dark suit. As 
they’d 


entered the elevator, Micah had seen a shoulder holster. So 
Able 


was carrying. He let his eyes rove down and then back up, 
taking 


in the lean shape. With Able’s jacket open, Micah could see 
that 


his interest was causing a show of interest on Able’s part. 
“Uh, you might want to save those kinds of looks for 


when we’re not in the middle of an investigation,” Able 
teased, 


buttoning his suit coat. 

“I don’t know what you mean.” Micah couldn’t resist teasing 
him. 

“To borrow a term that | bet you use a lot, bullshit.” 
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Micah laughed out loud. Able was right on both counts. He 


needed to get his mind back in the game, and he spent a lot 
of 


time deep in the aforementioned matter. But, honestly? Able 
was 


one fine-looking man and Micah found himself more and 
more 


interested. Damn, the timing sucked. Micah was a little 
freaked 


that he could be laughing at all, much less looking at a man 
with 


sexual excitement when he was still filled with rage and 
grief. 


Ding! The doors opened and the two men stepped out into 


the office of Bill Townsend, Attorney at Law. There was a 
large 


desk situated directly in front of the elevator doors, but no 
one 


was there. Micah thought that was odd, but he shrugged it 
off. 


Maybe the secretary had to go to the restroom. The ornate 
door 


to the left of the desk was partially open, and he followed as 
Able 


headed for it. 


Just as Able started to open his mouth to say the man’s 
name, 


there was a noise in the room to the right of the secretary’s 
desk, 


and they both paused. Micah figured it was a file room and 
that 


might be where the secretary was located. 
Taking the last couple of steps to what Micah assumed was 


Mr. Townsend's office, Micah stood back as Able slowly 
pushed 


the door open. Before Able could announce their presence 
they 


heard a groan from inside. At that, Able stopped and 
reached for 


the gun under his arm. Micah stepped up to enter the room 
with 


him, ready to offer support. 
Pushing forward through the door, Able eased in, looking 


both ways. Micah stayed back just a little until they both 
Saw a 


man lying on the floor, blood pooled around him. Micah 
started 


for him immediately, but Able put his arm out, halting 
Micah’s 


forward motion. He put his finger to his mouth and motioned 


at the door behind and to the left of the large mahogany 
desk 


in the big room. Micah nodded his understanding and stayed 
at 


the door while Able moved quickly and silently across the 
room, 


walking in an arc around the body, probably so as not to 
disturb 


the scene. Able held the gun steady with one hand while 
opening 


the door quickly with the other. He stepped inside. 
Micah’s heart was thudding as he watched, not wanting 
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anything to happen to Able. In seconds Able was back out of 
the 


room shaking his head. 


“Empty. Can you call 911? He needs help as soon as 
possible. 


I'll check him. You stay over there so that mine are the only 
steps 


or prints here. Hurry.” Able knelt by the body while Micah 
took 


out his cell and dialed for help. 
“Mr. Townsend? Can you hear me? Sir?” Micah watched as 


Able felt for a pulse, trying not to disturb anything, but 
clearly 


needing to see if he could help. 

“Mmm, BJ...SC.” The words were barely audible. 

“Excuse me, did you say BJ, SC? Is that who shot you?” 
“No. BJSC...all three.” 

Able looked from the man to Micah, confused. Micah gave 


the information to the operator and closed his cell. Micah 
had 


heard the words, but he knew he mirrored Able’s confused 
look 


at what they could mean. 


“Able, what about the sound we heard in the other room?” 
he 


whispered, pointing toward the other side of the office. 

“Stay right there. Don’t even think about checking it out by 
yourself. Damnit, | think he’s gone.” Micah watched as Able 
worked over the body. Very soon, Able shook his head. From 


what Micah could see, it looked like the man had been shot 
at 


least three times in the chest. 


He didn’t feel bad being told to stay out of the way. He 
didn’t 


want to be in the middle of this mess. They heard noises 
again 


from the other room. Able stood, looking down at the man at 
his feet. 
“Clearly, we got here a bit after he got shot. There’s a lot of 


blood loss.” Able had holstered his gun and headed to the 
door 


and Micah. 
“Yeah, but it looks like he was shot three times. Do you think 


the noises are from the ones who did it or someone else?” 
Micah 


added. 
“We should wait for the police to get here,” Able was saying 
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as he walked past Micah, heading for the other room. His 
gun 


was in his hand again. 
“Uh-huh. So...?” 


“It might be someone who needs help. Stay here.” Able 
said. 


“| don’t think so. Come on.” Micah followed Able around the 


secretary’s desk to the other door. Motioning for Micah to 
stand 


on the other side, Able stood to the left of it and knocked 
gently. 


Immediately they heard guttural sounds and a thumping 
noise. 


Micah looked at Able and shrugged. 

“Doesn't sound like the bad guys to me. Sounds female.” 
Micah pointed to the door, motioning for Able to open it. 
Able reached for the door and silently turned the knob. 


Forcing it open rapidly, he stepped in, gun drawn, and they 
heard 


what sounded like a muffled scream. Able must not have 
seen any 


danger. He stepped into the room and Micah followed, 
looking 


around Able to see what was happening. 


A middle aged woman was strapped to a chair, arms and 
legs 


taped with duct tape, as well as her mouth. Her eyes were 
huge in 


her face and tears were streaming down her cheeks. 


“It’s okay, ma’am. We're not going to hurt you. I’m Able 


Kenton, a private investigator. This is, uh, my friend, Micah 


Stone. Micah, do you have a knife to cut that tape with?” 
Able 


headed over to the woman, holstering his gun again. 
Micah always had a knife in his pocket, something his father 


taught him years before. The one he had now had belonged 
to 


his father. Micah tried to look nonthreatening as he 
advanced 


into the room. 
“Hey, ma’am. My dad gave me my first knife when I was 


sixteen. This one was his.” He was rattling on purposefully, 
trying 


to calm her a bit. “My mom gave it to me when he died. l'Il 
be real careful and try not to scratch you, okay? Don’t worry. 


We're here to help. Able, are you going to get that off her 
mouth? 


Ma’am, I’m sorry, but that’s going to hurt.” 


Bless her heart, she nodded and turned her head to Able so 
he 
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could rip the tape from her face. Able took the edge and 
jerked it 


off, holding the back of her head so he wouldn’t hurt her 
neck in 


the process. She gasped, and then took some deep breaths. 
“Bill... Mr. Townsend. | heard them. They were yelling at him 


and then | heard, | heard shots, three of them and then 
silence. 


Is he... he’s dead, isn’t he?” She looked back and forth 
between 


them as Micah worked to get the tape off her without 
hurting 


her. 
“I’m sorry, ma'am. He’s dead. The police are on their way. 


They should be here really soon. Do you know who they 
were? 


Obviously you saw them, since | take it they put you in here. 
I'd 


say you’re lucky. | don’t understand why they left you here if 
you 


can identify them.” Able said. 


“They had masks on their faces when they got off the 
elevator 


and pointed a gun at me. They told me to be quiet and to 
get up. 


| did and they put me in here. Oh, poor Bill. His wife will be 


devastated. They loved each other so much.” 


“You don’t have any idea who they were? Nothing was 
familiar 


about them?” Able asked. 
Micah had finally finished releasing all her limbs from the 


chair. He gently massaged her ankles where the tape had 
cut into 


her. She was doing the same thing to her wrists, while 
Shaking 


her head at Able. 
“Nothing about them seemed familiar. One man kept his 


back to me. | don’t think he had a mask. The other two put 
me 


in here while he went to Bill’s door. | couldn’t see his face. 
He 


was big, tall and really big. They all had black suits. The 
other two 


both had guns. One of them had the tape in his pocket so 
they 


knew they were going to do this to me.” 
They heard the elevator ding again and then the words, 


“Police, show yourselves. Come out, with hands up. Mr. 
Stone, 


are you here? You called 911?” 
Micah stepped to the doorway with his hands in front of 


him to say, “I’m here. You can put those down. Whoever did 
all 


this is gone. Mr. Townsend is in there. I’m afraid it’s too late 
for 
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the paramedics.” Micah stepped out further and let Able 
come 


through the door, helping the secretary, who was a little 
Shaky, 


walk out. 
“This is Able Kenton and, I’m sorry, ma’am, | don’t know 


your name.” Micah said, indicating the woman who was 
being 


seated at her desk. 
“I’m Janice Daniels. I’m Mr. Townsend’s secretary. He’s...he 


was such a good man to work for. | can’t believe...” She 
stopped 


talking. 
One officer stayed with them while the other went into the 


office. Micah could hear him talking to someone on a radio, 
but 


couldn’t make out the words. 
“I’m Officer Lambert and this is Officer Cambridge. Can you 


tell me why you all were here? | take it you found Mr. 
Townsend 


and Ms. Daniels.” 
Micah let Able explain about finding Mr. Townsend, then 


hearing the noises and finding Ms. Daniels. Before they 
could get 


any further another sound intruded. 
The elevator dinged again and paramedics stepped off with 


a stretcher, and Officer Cambridge pointed to the office 
where 


Townsend’s body was. 

“It’s a bit of a story, sir,” Able said. 

“Maybe you all could come to the station with us and make 
your statements.” Officer Lambert didn’t sound like he was 
actually giving them a choice. 

6666 

It was nearly three hours later when Micah and Able stepped 


out of the police station. The two of them had been 
questioned 


both separately and together before they were released. 
They’d 


not been with Ms. Daniels so they didn’t know what she’d 
told 


the officers. Able had told the officer what Mr. Townsend had 
said, but no one knew what “BJSC all three” meant. Able had 
allowed them to make copies of his notes for Lizbet Stone. 


They didn’t know if it had anything at all to do with 
Townsend’s 
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death, but it was why Able and Micah had been there, so it 
was 


evidence. They’d allowed him to keep the originals, and 
they were 


now headed back to Micah’s car with the folder. 
“What a day!” Able said, sliding in. 
“Ya think? One minute I was in the barn with Batman and 


Ronnie inoculating calves and the next thing | know I’m 
walking 


out of a police station in Oklahoma City.” 
Able grinned and said, “And a lot has happened in between 


the two, huh?” 


“Yeah,” Micah said, eyes cutting up to the rearview mirror 
and back. “I wish you were driving.” 

“How come?” Able asked. 

“You know this area better than | do, and you probably know 


more about losing a tail,” Micah answered calmly, and when 
Able 


started to turn, he said, “I don’t think you’re supposed to 
turn 


around and look. We don’t want them to know we know, do 
we?” 


Micah asked. 

“Damn, you’re calm. You’ve taken this whole day in stride. 
You've got balls, l'Il give you that.” 

“Ha! Not enough to touch that line right now,” Micah 
retorted. 

“You're having fun. You’re crazy. Turn left up here. About 


halfway down this block there’s a Circle K convenience 
store. 


Pull in. Get out and go in like you’re going to get something. 
l'Il 


keep an eye out. When you come back l'Il be in your seat. 
l'Il 


lose them, don’t you worry. What are they in?” Able said, 
getting 


ready to hit the clasp on his seatbelt. 
“Black SUV. Not sure of the make. Sorry. I’m not up on all 


that stuff. What if they come after us while we’re stopped? 
They 


might think we know something. If they just want to shut us 
up, 


a drive by works.” Micah didn’t want to end his day by 
getting 


shot. 
“Nah, | don’t think so. They want to know what we know 


and if we’ve told anyone. As a matter of fact, be talking on 
your 
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phone when you go in. They can’t take a chance on not 
knowing 


if we tell what we know. Not that we know much yet. Now 
go!” 


Able pointed and Micah went. 


Micah tried to act normally as he headed into the door of 
the 


store. He took a quick stroll around a couple of aisles, 
headed for 


the cash register, ignored the offer of help from the young 
man 


behind the counter and walked back out. He glanced around 
and 


his heart thudded as he saw the big black vehicle parked 
right 


down the block. With a quick wave to Able, he headed 
around to 


the passenger side of the car, strapping in quickly. 
“Hang on,” Able advised, putting the car into gear and with 


a quick glance, cutting off a car and heading into traffic. 
Micah 


lost count of the times that Able switched lanes, made 
turns, and 


then doubled back. Micah was impressed. 
“Now that was a letdown. | was expecting squealing tires, 


taking curves on two wheels, and dodging bullets like you 
see in 


the movies. Boring, Able.” 

“In case you hadn’t noticed we're in rush hour traffic in the 
city. And you were looking forward to dodging bullets? You’re 
weird, man.” 


“I figured you’d know how to do that. So, now we're behind 


them. What are we doing? Following them to see where they 
go 


or getting the hell out of Dodge? | vote for the latter.” 
“Officer Lambert gave me his card. Here,” Able reached into 


his pocket and handed Micah the card. “Call him and tell 
him 


what’s going on. We’re not going to follow them, but the 
police 


might be interested in them. Oh hell! They’re taking the exit 


onto l-40. Forget it, they’re gone. They must have figured 
out 


we were onto them. Damn, man, this is getting intense. | 
guess 


they followed us to the station and waited for us to get out. 
It’s 


a little unnerving to know we're in the crosshairs of people 
who 


go around killing lawyers and sweet old ladies.” 
“Yeah, intense. What now? Should we go back to your office 


and drop you off? | haven’t even checked in at the hotel yet. 
| 


could kick back with a cold beer right about now. You want 
to 
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join me and we can try to figure this out?” Micah found that 
he 


was holding his breath, hoping that Able would want to 
spend 


more time with him. Despite the harrowing events of the 
day, he 


was very much interested in getting to know Able better. 
“| have no plans for the evening that would take precedence 


over finding out more about this situation and spending 
more 


time with you. Maybe we can explore the delayed interest 
from 


earlier. We have some breathing room for a while. They 
have 


no way to trace you since you haven’t checked in anywhere 
and 


since we’re not in my car, they can’t trace me. | think we’d 
be safe 


going to my place. As a matter of fact, | have a guest room 
that 


is available. We’re working closely together, so it makes 
sense to 


me, if, well, if you are interested in working that closely.” 
Able 


sounded unsure after making the offer. 


“It makes sense to me, too. Usually | wouldn’t move in with 


someone I'd just met, but we’ve been through about a 
week’s 


worth of events in one day. We’ve had a meal together, 
watched 


someone die, gone to jail together, evaded the bad guys, 
and | 


feel like I’ve gotten to know you in many ways. Frankly, | am 


interested in exploring some other ways of getting to know 
you. 


Too forward?” Micah asked, looking for a response showing a 
reciprocal desire to said exploration. 
“My place it is. Not too forward at all. You need to check in 


with anyone, like at the hotel or the ranch? | can give you 
my 


home number to give your people at the ranch, Momm, 
right?” 


Able supplied the number. 
Micah took a second and put the number in his phone, and 
then dialed Momm. He could just picture Momm pacing back 


and forth in the kitchen, biting his nails and staring at the 
phone. 


The man was a worrywart, but he was handy to have around 
and 


Micah had become quite fond of him. It only rang once. 
“Micah?” 

“Is that how you answer my phone?” Micah’s voice was 
teasing, using the same question as before. 

“No, I’m usually very professional. Are you okay? I’ve been 
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worried out of my mind for some reason. What’s going on? 
It’s 


not good, is it?” Momm sounded like he knew. 
“It’s not good. | don’t know how you knew that, but that’s 
certainly on the money.” Micah went on to give Momm a 


rundown on the day’s activities, with gasps from Momm 
dotting 


the conversation. Micah ended by telling him that he was 
going 


to be staying with Able so they could continue to work 
together 


and gave him the number. 


“Oho, now that is some interesting news. Dish. Is he 


gorgeous? Can he kiss? Are you gonna get some, finally? By 
the 


way, everything you need is in your suitcase.” This time it 
was 


Micah who gasped. 

“Mo-omm! Stop that. I’m not answering any of those 
questions. They’re none of your business. And why did you 
pack...? Never mind! God, Momm.” 

From beside him, Able chuckled. Micah turned to him, rolling 
his eyes. 

Able said, “I think I’d love to know the questions he asked 
you and I'd love to meet him.” 

“Ooh, tell him | want to meet him, too. Just say yes or no, is 
he hot?” Damn, the little fart. 

“Yes. Goodbye, Momm.” It pissed him off that he blushed 
when he heard Momm squealing as he hung up on him. 


“I’m sorry, but to hear you all talk, it’s like you’re really 
talking 


to your mom. | don’t mean that to hurt you, but you should 
have 


heard your end of the conversation.” Able was chuckling 
again. 


“What in the world did he ask you?” 
Micah decided to go for it. “He wanted to know if you were 


gorgeous and if you could kiss and if l’d gotten any yet. Oh, 
and 


if you’re hot. Happy now?” Micah gave in and laughed at his 
own 


embarrassment. 

“Thrilled.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah, your last answer to him was yes. So, | have great 
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anticipation for the evening ahead. You want to eat out for 
Supper, order in, or | can cook something for us?” 

“Able, | don’t really care. I’m just looking forward to settling 
in Somewhere.” 


“Let’s go home. l'Il cook and we can talk. Then it’s time for 
us 


to enjoy a little of the exploring we’ve been referring to.” 
“That sounds good, Able.” 


Able turned the car onto a quieter street that looked sort of 


industrial to Micah. There were warehouses, large and small, 
and 


a lot with semi trucks sitting in it. This definitely didn’t look 
like 


a residential area. Was this a back way to where Able lived? 
Micah 


didn’t know what he expected, a house or apartment, a 
condo 


maybe. 
“Don’t tell me you live in a warehouse,” Micah teased. 


“| live in a warehouse. I’ve seen what people have been able 
to 


do with some of them and my family owns a couple down 
here. 


| bought into this one and I’ve remodeled the second floor 
into 


an apartment. It’s cool.” 
“Is it like in the movies where you go up in this big noisy 


elevator, and the place looks like a dump till you get inside 
and 


then it’s all classy and looks like it belongs in a magazine?” 
Micah 


asked, intrigued. 


“A little of all of that. No elevator, just stairs. The dump part 


is right, but that doesn’t bother me, and my place wouldn’t 
be 


featured in any magazine, but it is nice. I’ve been working 
on it 


for a while. It’s home to me, you know, comfortable. The 
rooms 


are mostly partitioned off, but you’ll have privacy, if you 
want 


it.” Able ended as he turned the car off and they sata 
minute, 


looking at the nondescript building. 
“Alarm system?” Micah asked. 

“You bet. Barney’s the best there is.” 
“Barney?” 


“Barney is the biggest, ugliest dog you'll ever meet. He 
knows 


when someone is walking down the street much less at the 
door. 
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And his bark is enough to dissuade anyone who didn’t know 
he 


was a pussycat from even knocking, much less entering. 
You're 


with me, he'll love you.” 


“I hope so. He’s kind of like an early warning system then, 
huh?” 
“Exactly. Hear him?” 


Micah stopped as he got out of the car and sure enough 
there 


was loud frenzied barking from the building in front of them. 


“Barney! Stop!” Instant quiet. Micah was impressed and he 
let 


his expression show it to Able. 


“What’s on the first floor?” Micah asked as he pulled his 
giant 


Suitcase out of the trunk. 
“Nothing. Makes for some interesting acoustics.” 
“I bet.” Micah laughed, anxious now to see Able’s place, and 


to meet Barney. Micah loved dogs. Right now they didn’t 
have 


one at the ranch. Ring had died about a month ago and they 


hadn’t replaced him yet. Ring was a German Shepherd and 
Collie 


mix who got his name from the ring of brown around his 
neck 


on his otherwise black body. Micah realized he’d been 
mourning 


a lot lately. It was time for some good feelings. 
Following Able into the building through a loud squeaking 


door that opened like a garage door, Micah looked around 
him 


at the huge expanse of empty space that made up Able’s 
first 


floor. After the door was closed, their footsteps echoed in 
the 


big cavernous area. 

“This is a little eerie, isn’t it?” Micah didn’t know why he 
was whispering. Afraid of the aforementioned acoustics, he 
Supposed. 


“Nah. There’s no way there’s anyone in here but us. It’s 
locked 


up tight. l'Il turn the light on if you’re scared,” Able teased. 
“Right. How come you don’t just drive in and park in here? 
You could use it like a garage.” 


“I’ve thought about it. I just haven’t decided what to do with 
it 


yet. Come on up,” Able invited, starting up the stairs that 
hugged 
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the wall to the left. 


They’d come in from what was the end of the building, 
Micah 


saw. The length of the building was perpendicular to the 
road. 


That surprised him. Hell, the end of it was big enough. How 
much space did Able have in here? 


Able answered the question even though Micah hadn’t 
voiced 


it. “I’ve got about fifteen thousand square feet. It wasn’t a 
huge 


warehouse, but it makes a really big apartment. | like open 
spaces. 


Clutter bothers me.” 

“No problem. It’s all very interesting to me.” 

“Good. If | can keep you guessing, maybe | can get you to 
come back.” Able said, looking over his shoulder. 


They came to a landing and Micah could hear anxious 
whining 


through the door. 
“Get back, Barney. Comin’ in,” Able said, putting his key into 


the door and pushing against the dog inside. Micah held 
back 


until Able had a chance to get Barney under control. As the 
door 


swung back, Micah knew his brows nearly hit his hairline. 
That 


wasn’t a dog. He had horses that weren't that big. 
“Come on in and meet my bodyguard and best friend. 


Barney, this is my new friend, Micah. Shake his hand,” Able 
said, 


motioning for Micah to come on in. 
Micah stepped in and set his suitcase down. He was amazed 


when a huge paw came up to meet his hand. Barney was 
sitting 


on his butt and still his head was about level with Micah’s 
chest. 


Was it even legal to have an animal that big in the city? 
Putting his 


hand out after the subdued handshake, he let Barney sniff it 
and 


was rewarded with a dainty lick. 
Keeping his eyes on the dog, he asked Able, “Come on, tell 


me. What is he? Part wooly mammoth? I’ve never seen a 
dog that 


big. I’m glad he’s friendly.” 


“Barney’s a sweet baby, aren’t you, fella?” Able assured 
him, 


turning to put his holstered gun away in the top of a 
cabinet. “l 


found him out back last year when I was just getting started 
on 
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working on the place. He was big, but in bad shape. 
Evidently 


he’d been on his own for a while and hadn’t been able to 
find 


enough food. There were some punks teasing him and 
poking 


at him. | stepped in and he’s been my faithful shadow ever 
since. 


There were no tags, nothing, so he’s mine...or I’m his. I’m 
not 


sure which it is.” Able laughed when Barney turned and 
jumped 


up with his front legs, placing them on Able’s shoulders, 
giving 
his face a lick before dropping down again. 


“What in the hell do you feed him? How can you afford it?” 


Micah was still entranced with the huge animal. Barney had 
come 


back to him now and was looking up at him with eyes that 
seemed 


to be both friendly and intelligent. How fanciful was that? 
Micah 


wasn’t usually one to think in those terms, but that was 
what 


he felt when he looked into those big brown eyes. Barney’s 
paw 


came out again and Micah took it, stepping closer and 
rubbing 


his head. Scratching behind a big ear got him an honest to 
God 


grin from the big dog. 
“Okay, you’re a family member now. Two shakes and an ear 


scratch earn a smile and total acceptance. Face it, you are 
now 


part of his group of devotees. Barney,” Able said, pointing to 
the 


other side of the room, “go sit down for a while so | can 
show 


Micah the place.” Amazingly, Barney turned and loped over 
toa 


big blanket spread under a window that was high up on the 
wall. 


Micah noticed that there were several windows, but they 
were 


about eight feet up. He figured the views around here 
weren't that 


great anyway. He was ready to check this place out. He 
turned to 


Able and found that the man had stepped closer to him they 
nearly collided. 
“Hey.” Able’s voice was low, quiet. 


“Hey, yourself. We gonna do this?” Micah wasn’t sure what 
he 


was asking about, the tour of the loft or something else 
entirely. 


He figured he’d let Able decide. 


“Lord, | hope so. I’ve been having fantasies about your 
mouth 


all day long, at some of the oddest times. | think it’s time to 
see 


if | can make a few of them come true. You game?” Able 
said, 


stepping even closer. 
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“Go for it.” Micah was willing to let Able take the lead and 
see 


where he aimed to go. 
Micah was six three and he figured Able was only a couple 
of inches shorter as they faced each other. Watching, Micah 


stood still as Able put a hand up to cup the back of his neck. 
He 


allowed himself to be pulled forward until Able’s raised face 
was 


right there. Able touched his lips to Micah’s and Micah 
couldn't 


help the little shiver of awareness that ran through him at 
the 


soft touch. He’d expected more aggression, but Able’s kiss 
was 


hesitant, tender even. Micah decided that he liked it. The 
day 


had been fraught with a lot of hardness and trouble. This 
was a 


welcome change. It didn’t take away from how turned on he 
was 


becoming as the kiss deepened. 
Able’s tongue pushed into Micah’s mouth and Micah 


welcomed it gladly, meeting it with his own. Micah sucked 
on 


the agile muscle and heard a groan from Able. The hand on 
the 


back of Micah’s neck was stroking now, calming and exciting 
him 


at the same time. It felt good and relaxed the taut muscles 
in 


his neck, but he was becoming more and more thrilled with 
the 


stimulation to his senses. 
Micah decided that it was time for him to get in the game. 


Figuring he’d shown Able that he was a willing partner by 
now, he 


raised his own arms and took a more active part in the 
embrace. 


One hand went to Able’s head, wanting to feel that hair that 
was 


so intriguing with all its colors. Oh, it was soft and strands of 
it 

clung to his fingers as they moved through the thick pelt. 
His 

other hand came up to cup the side of Able’s face. He 
caressed 


that cheek for just a moment before sliding his hand down 
and 


around Able’s shoulders, pulling him more tightly to his 
body. 


Micah had the fleeting thought that this might go down as 


the best kiss he’d ever had. He hadn’t had that many 
encounters 


and lots of them hadn’t included much kissing. This was 
proving 


to be just what he had been missing. Able Kenton knew 
what he 


was doing. Micah turned his head a bit and pushed Able’s 
tongue 


out, following it into Able’s mouth. He spent a fair amount of 


time becoming familiar with the sweet cavern behind those 
full 
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lips. 

Micah didn’t know how long they stood there before finally 
coming up for air. He put his forehead to Able’s, looking into 


dazed eyes. He wondered if his were as glazed as Able’s, 
and 


realized that he didn’t care. 


“You're really good at that. It bodes well for the rest of 


the evening,” Able said, his lips touching Micah’s a little as 
he 


talked. 

“I was just thinking the exact same thing,” Micah said. 

Able chuckled and pulled back, patting the corner of Micah’s 
shoulder as he turned away. 


“| should be a better host. Come on, l'Il give you a quick 
tour. 


You can get cleaned up and l'Il lay out something for supper. 


We'll put our information on the table and go over what we 
know 


and make some notes. After supper, we’ll see how far we 
want to 


go on this, our first date.” 


“Oh, is this a date?” Micah asked, smiling as he picked up 
his 


bag and followed Able. 
“Definitely. As a matter of fact, if you want to count lunch, 


we could call it the second date. That might make you feel 
better 


if we want to go further with the sex thing.” 


“Oh, | don’t mind putting out on the first date, if it’s right,” 


Micah admitted, laughing since he knew it felt very much 
right 


with Able. 


“Good answer, come on,” Able said, taking Micah’s hand 
and 


tugging. 


It had been, not dark, but a little dim when they came in, 
and 


when Able turned to flip a switch soft lighting came on to 
show 


off different sections of the big area. 


“Oh, now this is nice,” Micah didn’t try to hide the 
appreciation 


in his voice as he looked around. Coming in at the end of the 


house, as it were, they were in a big open area that housed 


the 


kitchen and dining area. There was a small TV on the wall by 


the 


table and chairs to the right, and the kitchen took up most 
of the 
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“You would fit right in on that food network that Momm 


watches all the time. He likes this weird guy with spiky hair 
that 


runs around in a red convertible.” Micah said, looking at all 
the 


pots and utensils hanging over the big range in the middle 
of the 


kitchen. There were grills and burners and big wooden 
blocks. 


The refrigerator was huge. All of the appliances were silver 


and looked like they came out of a restaurant. Maybe they 
had, 


considering what Able’s family did for a living. 
“Yeah, the whole family loves to cook,” Able said, going to 


the refrigerator and opening the door. “Salmon, steak, or 
chicken? 


| have all of them, fresh. Up to you,” he said, turning to look 
at 


Micah and catching him staring at his ass. 

“Hey, now, I’m not on the menu for supper. But after, now 
that can be arranged.” 

“Fine. But, for the record, | like what | see from here. Salmon 


sounds good. | get steak when | get my way at home but 
Momm 


tries to get me to eat chicken a lot. Can | help?” Micah 
asked. 


“Can you? Are you any good in the kitchen?” 
Micah ignored the opening and said, “I can use a knife if you 


need anything cut up, but as far as the seasoning and so on 
goes, 


l'Il leave that up to you.” 
“Okay, you can be the sous chef and l'Il be head chef. l'Il put 


these two pretty salmon steaks in and we'll start supper, 
then do 


the tour, okay? How about a big salad, you chopping, and l'II 


roast some sweet potatoes? Let me see, I’ve got some 
peaches 


and some apples. | could do a quick cobbler or pie.” 
“Peach cobbler? Really? If | can have peach cobbler for 
dessert, I’m all yours. It’s a done deal.” 


Able looked at him for a moment, then walked over to a 
bowl 


on the counter and grabbed a peach, pitching it to Micah. 
“Wash and peel. You’re all mine. That was easy.” 


“I know. I’m a sucker for a cobbler, any kind. | just love 
them. 


Lizbet used to make them for me all the time. Now Momm 
has 
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taken over, but his are not like hers were. | don’t Know what 
the 


difference is, but, well...” 
Able touched his shoulder on his way past and said, “I know. 


It’s different. Your mother’s is always the best. In this case 
your 


mother’s is better than Momm’s.” 
They both chuckled at the joke. Micah rolled up his sleeves 


and washed his hands and then the peaches. Able set him 
up at 


a place on the long counter and he quickly peeled and 
pitted the 


peaches. Asking how Able wanted them cut up, Micah 
complied 


by slicing them and putting them in a bowl. While he 
worked, 


Able made a quick crust and before long it was in one of the 
two 


ovens. The salmon was in the other with the sweet 
potatoes. 


Micah watched Able move around the kitchen swiftly and 


efficiently. He tossed some frozen peas into a pan with some 


mushrooms, onions, and a few seasonings, then put them 
on the 


stove. Supper was looking good. 

“Now, let’s get you settled and l'Il show you around the 
place.” 

Micah was ready. He was anxious to see how Able had 
managed to turn this place into a home. 

Now that the place was well-lit Micah could see large prints 


along the wall under the windows on both sides. Walking 
over to 


them he took his time looking at each of them. This was 
stunning 


photography. 


“Don’t tell me you took these? I’ve never seen such 
beautiful 


work. At first | wondered how you could stand to not have 


windows to look out. Then | realized the view might not be 
that 


pretty around here. | see how you make up for it. | can’t 
believe 


some of these. It looks like the same photographer, right? 
They 


all have the same feel to them, sort of a love of the 
Subject.” 


Micah was entranced with the artistry in the photos. Most of 


them were landscapes, but all had the most magnificent 
colors, 


usually coming from the sky. Some were sunsets, others 
bright 


blue, others varying shades of stormy gray. One or two were 
that 


gorgeous purple or royal blue of early evening, with moon 
and 
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“It’s an interesting story. | was following someone on a case. 


It was a domestic case of suspected cheating, a gay couple 
in this 

instance. Rich banker thought his young lover was cheating 
on 


him so | was to follow the young one. | had no trouble doing 
SO 


as he was quite open about his activities. He kept going 
back to 


this gallery so | spent some time in there and could not 
believe 


it when | found that what he was doing was meeting with 
this 


photographer to arrange the purchase of a set of prints for 
his 


lover. He wasn’t cheating; he was setting up a surprise. | got 
my 


commission and a line to the photographer off that case. 
I’ve 


been a faithful fan since. He’s made a fortune off me, but 
we're 


both happy with the deal.” 

“I bet. Do you have a favorite?” Micah asked, thinking it 
would be hard to choose one. 

“Yeah, it’s across from the bed,” Able said, turning away, a 
Slight blush on his face. 

“Now what has you blushing? You don’t really seem the type 
to be shy. Is it a nude shot, of you, maybe?” Micah teased. 


“Hell, no! It’s just my favorite and | wanted it there. You'll 
see. 


Come on, l'Il show you the rest of the loft.” Able took 
Micah’s 


hand in his and Micah found that he liked that a lot. Here he 
was, 


thirty-two years old, getting off on holding hands and 
walking 


down the big wide hall with another man. If he had his way, 


before the night was over, he’d be in that bed with Able, but 
for 


right now, this felt good. 
Able showed him a couple of guest rooms and a guest bath, 


all decorated in earth tones that he thought looked really 
nice. 


What did he know? He liked them, but he was more anxious 
to 


see Able’s room and the picture that made him blush. At the 
back 


of the long building there was a double door in the middle of 


the hall in front of them. Micah figured it out immediately. 
Able 


had made a Suite for himself that took the whole width of 
the 


building. Nice. 
When Able opened the doors, Micah stepped through and 
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held his breath for a moment. There were two very large 
prints 


facing him on the back wall. The area was obviously a living 
room 


with couches, large chairs, coffee tables, and a big screen 
TV in 


the corner. He bet Able’s brothers spent time there watching 


games with him. It was a comfortable room. The floor was 
not 


hardwood, but it wasn’t carpet. Micah wasn’t sure what it 
was, 


but clearly something that Barney wouldn’t ruin with his 
nails 


or anything else for that matter. There were several thick 
rugs 


placed here and there in the seating areas. This room took 
up the 


left side and part of the middle of the suite. The rest was 
behind 


another door. The bedroom. 


“I have to admit that when I was planning this space, | 
wanted 


a suite for myself. | can open these doors and invite family 
or 


friends in to watch games or whatever. | can also close them 


and | have my own little world back here. l'Il also cop to 
hoping 


that someday I'd share this space with a partner and we 
could 


close ourselves off from everyone else when we wanted to 
on 


holidays or get-togethers. | like the idea of it being my 
choice 


who | let into my personal space. | grew up close to my 
brothers 


but I like having space just for me.” Able seemed to think he 


needed to justify his use of the space here. Micah thought it 
was 


wonderful. 
“I can understand that. I’m anxious to see your room, but 


tell me about those two pictures. They’re literally 
breathtaking.” 


Micah walked over to stand before the large prints, his eyes 


moving back and forth between the two. One was a close 
shot of 


a hand holding a rose. There was a dark oval around the 
center, 


making the hand and the rose the focal point. The hand was 
very 


old and weathered, wrinkled, mottled with age spots. It gave 
him 


such a feeling inside. He could picture his mother in her 
garden 


with the roses. How often had he seen her hold one to her 
face 


to smell the fragrance that she so loved? Micah didn’t mind 
at 


all the mist in his eyes as the picture brought him such a 
sweet 


memory. 
“That means something to you, doesn’t it? Your mother?” 
Able asked, touching Micah’s shoulder. 

Stone Canyon 45 


Micah cleared his throat before saying, “Yeah. So many 
times 


| saw her holding a flower like that, with a hand that looked 
a lot 


like that. This guy’s good.” 


He glanced over to the other picture and smiled. It didn’t 
take 


his breath away so much as make him happy. It was a 
picture 


of a dog and a cat sitting on a stump. The dog was a mutt of 


questionable heritage, but he was sitting on his behind with 
the 


cat between his legs. One leg was draped over the cat 
whose head 


was Stretching up to rub against the dog’s neck. The dog 
was 


tilting his neck as if to allow the cat to use him as a rubbing 
post. 


There was such a feeling of friendship and companionship in 


the shot. Again, the artist had caught the feeling of love in 
the 


picture. 
“I’m glad you like them. Come on, I’m ready to show you 


where | spend a lot of my time here when I’m alone. | spent 
a 


lot of time making it my own. | hope you like it. You’re the 
first 


person, other than family, that has seen it.” Able looked 
right into 


Micah’s eyes as he admitted that. 
“Wow. I’m honored...and dying to see it now. Show me.” 


Micah took the initiative this time, putting his arm across 
Able’s 


shoulder and turning to the door to Able’s sanctuary. When 


Able opened that door, Micah followed him inside and felt 
such 


a sense of welcome that he stopped short. How could he 
feel 


this way when he barely knew this man? And how could a 
room 


make him feel something anyway? He turned in a circle, 
taking 


it all in slowly. The bed was huge, and heavy with tall posts 
and 


a big headboard of beautiful dark wood. It was covered with 
a 


soft looking blanket in varying shades of green. Green was 
the 


predominant color in the room, but the different shades 
moved 


into and out of each other in such a way that they seemed 
to flow 


like a river. From blanket to walls to drapes to chair covers, 
they 


all seemed to fit together so well that he wondered how 
Able had 


managed it. This was not in his realm of ability. 
“Did you do all this? | can’t imagine being able to put 


something like this together. It’s, well, the only words | can 
come 


up with are peaceful and welcoming.” Micah walked over to 
touch 
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the blanket, finding it thick and very soft. 
“After helping with the other rooms, | kept thinking | wanted 


something that was just what you said. This is my haven, 
this room 


is my home. My heart is here. That probably sounds 
ridiculous.” 


Able looked away from Micah. 
Micah stepped over to him and put his hand up to Able’s 


face, tugging it back. “Not at all, it’s perfect. I’m beginning 
to 


think you’re perfect. I’m out of my league here. You can do it 
all. 


Cook, decorate, lose a tail, carry a gun, own a dog, and I’m 
sure 


there’s more.” 
“Oh, come on. I’m just me. Here, look at my favorite picture. 


| have a feeling you’re going to like it.” Able took his 
shoulder 


and turned Micah around to look at the wall across from the 
bed, 


beside the doors. 
“I don’t know if | can take anything else that...oh.” The air 


just slid out of his throat when he saw the picture. Micah 
took a 


step over and sat on the end of the bed and just stared. He 
felt 


Able sit down beside him and they gazed at it together. 
The picture could have been taken in Stone Canyon. The 


rocks were there, and the big sky, but they were secondary 
to the 


horse that was flying through a canyon between sand 
colored 


rock on either side. He could see every muscle as the 
stunning 


black stallion stretched out, eating up the ground and 
flipping 


chunks of it behind him as he ran. At the precise time of the 


shot, all four feet were off the ground and he looked like he 
was 


flying. Mane and tail, solid black, flew up in contrast to the 
light 


colored stone behind him. The horse was covered with 
sweat, as 


if he’d run for quite a while in the heat of the day. Micah 
could 


almost smell the heat from the rock and the salty sweat of 
the 


horse. He felt he could almost reach out and touch the 
beast. 


Freedom and joy were evident in the flight of this 
exceptional 


example of equine beauty. 

“I get it. | do. Strength, freedom, joy. Thank you for sharing 
that with me, Able. I’m beyond words. I’d love to meet this 
photographer. I'd also love for him to come out and shoot all 


he'd like at the ranch. We've got some wonderful places 
that | 
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think he’d like. Does he do commission work? Would he do 
some 


shots for me of the ranch?” 
“If we get a chance, l'Il take you to meet him while you’re 


here and you can ask him. Let’s go eat. l'Il show you the 
cool 


bathroom later. Your brain is probably on overload right 
now,” 


Able said, and started to stand. 


Micah stopped him “Got that right.” With his hands on 
Able’s 


shoulders, he pushed him backwards onto the bed, following 
him 


down. Throwing one leg over Able’s groin, Micah leaned 
down 


to take Able’s lips in a hard, exciting kiss. This one was 
nothing 


like the one at the front door. This was staking a claim, and 
Able 


met it with equal greed. Micah liked the sound that came 
from 


Able’s throat as his tongue searched out new flavors in 
Able’s 


mouth. 
Able’s arms were suddenly tight around Micah’s shoulders, 


holding Micah snugly against him. Micah slid further onto 
Able, 


covering him completely now, moving on him. Able moaned 
and 


Micah was afraid he’d hurt him, but when he attempted to 
ease 


off Able clutched him tighter. 


“Oh, God, | like that. Micah, mmm...” Able didn’t seem to 

be capable of more. Micah liked that. 

After more delicious moments, Able finally said, “I smell 
supper. We’ve got to stop. Promise me we'll come back here 
before this night is over. | want you, Micah.” 

“That’s a promise | can make. | want you, too. Let’s eat, go 


over the info we have, make some kind of plans for 
tomorrow, 


and then we have a date right here. Damn, | feel like I’m 
being 


tested here. Am | strong enough to go do what we need to 
and 


put this off until later?” Micah laughed down at Able’s 
expression, 


which he figured matched his own. Disappointment coupled 
with 


extreme frustration. Micah bent to push another short hard 
kiss 


onto Able’s mouth and stood, grasping his hand to pull him 
up. 


ChaPteR thRee 


The smells that hit Micah as he entered the kitchen behind 


Able were enough to make him moan for another reason. 
Able 


told him where things were and Micah set the table. Barney 


ambled over, no doubt enticed by the prospect of food, 
glorious 


food. Micah nearly drooled when Able took the cobbler out 
of 


the oven. It was all he could do to not grab a spoon and 
probably 


burn his mouth trying some. In minutes everything was 
ready. 


“I’m going to let Barney go run.” Able was heading for the 
door, just as Micah sat down to the table. 

“Where? Do we need to go? Now?” Micah couldn’t help the 
dismay in his voice. 

Able laughed and waved Micah back down when he started 


to rise. “Relax. This is our routine. While | eat supper, he 
runs 


around and around downstairs. He’s safe there and it’s good 


exercise. He loves it and he knows he'll get his supper 
soon.” 


Barney barked and his tail was flipping wildly from side to 
side, 


moving his behind back and forth as he stood waiting for 
Able 


to let him go down the stairs for his run. 
When Able sat back down and they started passing food 
back and forth, Micah suggested, “I say we combine our two 


chores here, supper and planning, so that we can get to the 
good 


part sooner. First, let me say, this is fabulous. Everything 
looks 


wonderful.” 
“Thanks, and | applaud your plan. Let’s see, we know that 


Global Vistas wants to buy Stone Canyon Ranch. | take it 
that 


will not be happening?” 
Micah nodded in agreement. “So, do you reckon it was 


Friedkin at the lawyer’s office with the two thugs? And was 
that 


them following us this afternoon?” 


“I'd imagine it was the same two. They probably followed us 


to the police station. They have to wonder if the lawyer told 
us 
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anything. Unless you think they were following you, all the 
way 


from the ranch.” 
“No, | flew here and rented the car. | use a small airport 
right at the edge of town. The family has used it for years. | 


flew in, they had a car waiting, and your address in the GPS. 
| 


doubt anyone knew that | was coming to your office. I’d 
have to 


agree with your first idea. They wanted to know what we 
knew. 


| wonder what they were going to do, beat it out of us, shoot 
US, 


too?” Micah groused. 
“You flew in? As in, you were the pilot? Cool.” Able looked 
impressed. 


“Dad taught me years ago. It’s come in handy a few times 
at 


the ranch and | made a lot of trips when I was getting Mom 
Liz 


set up here. She loved it here in the city. After Ted died, the 
ranch 


was just too full of memories. She stayed as long as she did 
for 


me. I’m glad she had some joy here with her causes. | just 
hate 


that she lived in fear for any amount of time, much less that 
she 


died like she did.” Micah stopped, knowing he’d get 
sidetracked 


big time if he allowed himself to go down Guilt Road. 
“|I understand. Okay, so it looked like there were only two 


of them, so if it was the same ones, then the head guy that 
Ms. 


Daniels saw was not with them. You said it wasn’t Friedkin 
that 


came to see you. Do you remember his name, what he 
looked 


like?” Able asked, getting up with both empty plates and 
rinsing 


them in the sink. 
Micah sat, watching avidly as Able used mitts to set the still 
hot dish of cobbler on a trivet before going to the freezer for 


a carton of ice cream. Micah shook his head, answering both 


questions. Realizing he was nodding behind Able’s back he 
said, 


“I wasn’t really interested so | didn’t pay attention to his 
name 


and he was...not memorable, just sort of average 
everything.” 


Able stopped on the way back for a scoop and a large spoon 
for the cobbler. Dessert dishes were already on the table. 


“Coffee, or cold milk?” Able asked as he set the items 
between 


their two places. 
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“Would you laugh if | asked for milk?” Micah asked. 

“Not at all. | asked, didn’t I? | love a cold glass of milk with 


dessert. I’ve got mints for after supper, because old milk is 
nota 


good taste for later.” Able said, getting glasses and milk out. 
“Good deal. You think of everything. You’re a great host. 


This is way better than a hotel and | couldn’t go to Lizbet’s 
place.” 


Micah could have kicked himself. It seemed like everything 
led 


back to the sadness he felt at her death. “I’m sorry. | keep 
putting 

a damper on things. | was trying to give you a compliment.” 
“I know that and | thank you. It’s easy. | feel good doing 


things for you. | think I'd make someone a great wife 
sometimes, 


in a more macho way, if you Know what | mean?” Able 
blushed 


at his own words. 
“Relax. I’m not picturing you in a housedress and an apron. 
| have Momm for that. He’s happy keeping the house. You all 


would get along famously. You’re both creative and very 
good 


cooks. Maybe you'll get a chance to see...soon.” Micah 
looked to 


see how Able took that. Ah, a smile was spreading over 
Able’s face 


and he nodded slowly, indicating his pleasure at the 
thought. 


“Back to work. Take as much cobbler as you want, by the 


way. It’s still warm enough to melt the ice cream. Perfect. 


“You said it. Perfect. | have to say this is a step above 
Momm’s 


and almost as good as Lizbet Stone’s. That’s a huge 
compliment, 


by the way. | have her recipe. Maybe you can see why 
Momm 


doesn’t get it quite right. Okay, back to work. You’ve got a 
folder 


on Global Vistas. I’d like to see what you have on them. You 
said 


they've sort of left a line of deaths in their wake that 
somehow 


haven’t been attributed to them, but it makes you think 
they’re 


connected. Right?” Micah wanted to be sure he had the 
right 


information before they went on. 
“Yes. | was just putting things together before. Now I’m 


beginning to get a bigger picture. l'Il do some rechecking 
and see 


if | can’t tie some of this together. I’d say you should check 
and 


see about the ones who sold out and see if they were 
coerced in 


any way, threatened even. | still wonder what Townsend 
meant 
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when he said BJSC all three. It doesn’t make any sense to 
me at 


all. Maybe when we can connect more of it, we'll figure it 
out.” 


Micah took what he swore was his last bite of the delicious 


dessert and moaned. “God, this is good. No, no more. But it 
was 


great. Thank you. Let me help you clean up. Something else 
| 


was taught.” 
Able laughed, knowing Lizbet Stone would have raised him 


right. “Sure. We’ll make short work of it. You wash and I'll 
dry 


and put away. l'Il let Barney back in.” Able went over to the 
door, 


and when he opened it Barney nearly knocked him over as 
he 


hurried in. Able laughed as he and Barney tussled at the 
door for 


a few minutes. 


Micah watched them with a smile on his face. “Seriously, 
what 


the hell kind of dog is that?” He had to ask. He knew it 
wasn't 


a pure bred anything, but he didn’t know what might be in 
the 


mix. 
“The vet | took him to said there was Great Dane and Bull 


Mastiff. He’d probably be a lot prettier if it was more Great 
Dane. 


| like their sleek lines, but the other part of him makes him 
very 


butch, don’t you think?” Able laughed at Micah’s expression. 
“Yeah, butch. Scary as hell, but as you said, once you get to 


know him, he’s a sweetheart. Ever had any trouble around 
here? 


l'm sure he’d protect you well.” Micah said, as Able went to 
a 


large cabinet and took out food and water bowls for Barney 
and 


set about fixing his dinner. Micah had to give the dog credit. 
The 


giant canine sat there watching intently, but not being 
pushy or 


butting against Able as Micah would expect from such a 
large 


animal. It said a lot about the connection between the two. 
He 


decided it was time for him to get another dog at the ranch. 
He 


just had to make sure Momm didn’t ruin a good working 
dog. 


Maybe Momm needed one for the house. He’d probably love 
the 


idea and take great care of it. It bore thinking about. 
Right now, Micah was thinking about Able and continuing 


what they started earlier in the bedroom. He turned to Able 
and 


said, “Okay, we know pretty much what we're doing 
tomorrow. 


Can we put it up for tonight and maybe get back to what we 
were 
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doing in that fantastic bedroom of yours?” 

“Oh, you like my bedroom, do you?” Able walked right up to 
Micah and looked into his eyes, smiling at him. 

“Sure do. Would love to check out the bathroom and then 
maybe explore you a little bit, or a lot.” 

“I like your idea, cowboy. Come on,” Able said, taking Micah 


by the hand again and turning to Barney to say, “Barney, 
stay here 


or on your bed.” 
Micah gave a fleeting thought to how well Barney obeyed 


Able, but his thoughts were immediately taken up with Able 
and 


where they were headed. And he still liked that hand- 
holding 


thing. What am I, a sixteen-year-old girl? 


Stepping into the bedroom beside Able, Micah felt 
excitement 


course through his body, knowing they were about to get up 


close and very personal. “I would love a shower after this 
long 


day. How do you feel about the whole ‘save water, shower 
with a 


friend’ thing?” Micah asked, brow raised. 

“I’m all into saving water, though | don’t know how much 
we’re gonna Save. | have a wicked shower. That’s one of the 
things | really spent money on when | built this up. | hate to 


be gay cliché about it, but I’ve always wanted a really 
beautiful 


hedonistic bathroom. And, | will tell you that no one else has 
used 


it. | think this is exactly why | wanted it, to share the 
experience 


with someone who really excited me, like you.” 
“Great. Show it to me.” Micah urged Able in that direction. 


He was prepared to be impressed since the rest of Able’s 
loft 


was a wonderful reflection of the man’s taste. Micah was 
finding 


many things to admire about Able, not the least of which 
was his 


very nice body. 

“I’m anxious to get this body naked and get all slippy slidy 
with you,” Micah said, and then chuckled at his words. “That 
sounded like something Momm would say.” 

“I’m gonna have to meet this man,” Able said, smiling as he 


turned on the light and stepped aside to let Micah into the 
big 


bathroom. 
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Micah was pleasantly surprised. He didn’t know what he had 


expected. Maybe lots of chrome or gold with fancy lights 
and 


lots of glass. What he saw instead was comfort and space in 
more 


deep green colors mixed with creams and tans. The shower 
was 


larger than most and there was a whirlpool that was big 
enough 


for several to relax in. A couple of sinks were against one 
wall. 


Near the shower and big tub, there were large thick green 
towels 


that looked big enough to double as sheets. It wasn’t gaudy 
or 


overwhelming, but it was both functional and while not 
really 


luxurious, Micah could see where the money was well spent 
in 


details to make it easy and geared to comfort. The toilet 
was set 


off by a half wall, not closed off, but offering a bit of privacy. 
“I see why you like this. It’s perfect. Tour over now? Come 
over here, please, Able Kenton.” Micah crooked his finger. 
“Gladly, Micah Stone. I’ve known you less than one day and 


| feel like we’ve been through a week’s worth of events and 


feelings. It’s been a wild ride already. | feel like we’ve 
earned this 


night.” The last words were said right up against Micah’s 
mouth 


as he tilted his head a little to offer his lips. 


Micah took the offering and in seconds the only sounds in 
the 


room were sighs, moans, and the occasional grunt or 
whimper as 


clothes were undone and swept aside. Micah’s hands kept 
getting 


tangled with Able’s as they both headed for one area or 
another 


at the same time. Soon they were both divested of 
everything and 


back together naked and straining. 
“Ah, yes, that’s what I’ve been wanting for hours now. You 


feel so damn good, Micah.” Able mumbled as his hands 
roamed 


over Micah’s back, down to grasp the tight globes of his ass 
and 


crept in to touch the crease and follow it down, causing 
Micah to 


clench and then relax those tight muscles. 


“You, too. For someone who works in an office, you’ve got 


some nice muscles and a tight hard body. | like that. 
Wouldn't 


have been a deal breaker if you’d been shorter and softer. | 
like 


you, Able. But | have to say | am very much into this body of 


yours. | like that your skin is soft and your muscles so hard. 
I’m 


talking way too much here.” Micah shut up. He didn’t know 
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where all that had come from, but he wasn’t taking it back. 
Able’s 


body did turn him on. 
“It’s all right. We’re bound to be a little awkward with each 


other at first. | think you’re walking sex, myself. You’re all 
tanned 


and hard and got this cowboy butt. Come on, let’s get wet 
and 


clean and see what happens next.” Able took his hand and 
led 


him to the shower doors, opening them and pulling Micah 
inside. 


Micah closed the shower door and watched as Able bent 
Slightly 


to work some knobs, and Micah was a little freaked at the 
way 


water hit him from different directions. 


There were showerheads above and coming from the wall 
on 


three sides. Once the water was a good temperature, and 
they 


were good and wet, Able turned them down a little and 
reached 


into a recessed shelf for shampoo. Micah looked at the 
different 


shelves and was happy to see they included lube and 
condoms as 


well as lotions and soaps and shampoo. What a good little 
Boy 


Scout his new lover was! 

“| see you are well prepared, despite never using all this 
before,” Micah teased. 

“Hey, | lived in hope. | wanted to be ready in case my dream 
ever came true, hint, hint.” Able answered. 

Able filled his hand with shampoo and held the bottle out to 


Micah, who opened his hand to gather some. After Able put 
it up, 


they reached for each other’s heads at the same time, 
making short 


work of lathering and rinsing. They followed the same 
routine 


with the soap, watching each other as their hands roamed. 
Micah 


smoothed the suds over Able’s shoulders and neck, 
massaging 


a little at the back to release any tension from the day. 
Able’s 


groan let him know his care was appreciated. Sliding his 
hands 


down Able’s back, he kneaded the muscles and followed 
Able’s 


spine down to the enticing crease of his ass. He let his 
fingers 


continue down and moved the cheeks apart to let the water 
and 


soap run down between them. Getting more soap on his 
fingers, 


he washed Able really well there and down further to his 
balls, 


giving them a good amount of attention. 
Able turned for him, spreading his legs, and Micah did the 
56 AKM Miles 


Same good job on Able’s impressive erection, gliding up and 


down with the slick soap, lathering up the blond curls 
around the 


base as well. Micah let his fingers caress the skin between 
Able’s 


thighs and groin, knowing how sensitive he was there and 
hoping 


it felt just as good to Able. He gently turned Able to make 
sure he 


was well rinsed and then let Able do the same when Able 
reached 


for him. 
Micah loved feeling Able’s hands on his back and shoulders. 


Able used the same technique that Micah had, taking the 
time to 


add a little bit of relaxing massage to muscles that had 
tightened 


throughout the long, action packed day. He felt his desire 
rise as 


he delighted in the care that Able was taking on the same 
path 


over his body. Spreading his legs for Able to tease and clean 
him, 


Micah gasped as he felt Able’s fingers caress as he washed. 
When 


he was completely rinsed he took Able into his arms, 
bending his 


head just that little bit to take Able’s mouth. Thrusting his 
tongue 


inside, he began a rhythmic movement that was 
unmistakable as 


his hand reached between their bodies. 
Micah grasped both their cocks and began to slide his hand 
up and down. A second later he felt Able’s hand join his and 


they were both moaning as they kissed and pressed against 
each 


other. Able’s hand moved away for a moment and was back 


with some of the lube, and the caresses became easier and 
more 


aggressive until they came together. Micah dropped his 
head to 


Able’s shoulder as he pumped jets of come onto their hands. 
He 


felt Able do the same, giving a cry as he jerked his head 
against 


Micah’s chest. For a few seconds they stood, getting their 
breath 


back. 


Finally, Able turned them so that the spray could wash them 


clean again. He increased the water pressure again for a few 


minutes. Rinsing them both quickly, he then turned off the 
small 


hurricane and opened the doors. They stepped out and took 


towels from the racks and dried off, sneaking looks at each 
other 


as they did. 


Micah watched as Able bent to dry both legs quickly. It was 
all 


he could do not to take the man right then and there. 
Hurrying 
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through his own chore, he followed as Able headed to the 
sinks 


and grabbed a toothbrush. Good idea, he thought, grabbing 
his 


kit. They brushed their teeth standing beside each other. 
Micah 


thought it was funny to be doing all this domestic stuff 
without 


talking at all, but he enjoyed watching Able so he just went 
along 


with it. 


When they finished Able turned to him and opened his arms. 


Micah walked right into them. Able reached up and took 
Micah’s 


mouth this time, and it was wonderful, fresh and sweet and 
hot. 


Before Micah could get completely caught up in the kiss, 
Able 


pulled away. Micah let him go and Able opened another 
drawer 


and gathered lube and condoms and, as was becoming a 
custom, 


took Micah’s hand and pulled him through to the bedroom. 
Jerking the cover back, Able tossed the items between the 
pillows and dropped down to the bed, looking up at Micah. 
Micah looked back and said, “You’ve gotten quiet. Are you 
Okay?” 

“Very much so. | get quiet when things are very important. 


l'm going to be incoherent in a few minutes. | want to get 
this 


said beforehand. I’m clean. My papers are in the drawer 
there. 


I’ve not been in a relationship for over a year...no, hell 
almost 


two. I'd still rather use the condoms. It’s not that | don’t 
trust 


you, | just...” 


“Hey, it’s okay, hon. I’m in worse shape than you. I can’t 
even 


remember the last time | came up here to find a little relief. 
Been 


longer than you, though. I’m totally clear, but I’m fine with 
using 


them, too. You have nothing to worry about. We’re good. 
Relax. 


| think this is important, too. Scoot on over there.” Micah 
really 


was fine with things. 
“Oh, and | like to, uh, either bottom or top, either one is fine. 


Whatever you want, Micah.” Able said, scooting over as 
Micah 


had requested. 
“I thought you didn’t talk much. Relax. Let’s just start out 


kissing and see who wins the tussle. I do either one, too. | 
like 


it all. Right now, I’d love to fuck you, but I’d be just as glad 
to 
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let you have a turn later. How’s that?” Micah watched Able’s 


expression. 
“Good, that’s good.” Micah thought Able looked relieved to 


have the decision out of his hands. He almost laughed out 
loud. 


Here they were, both thirty-two years old, gay and proud. 
Neither 


of them acted like they’d ever done this before. But, Micah 


thought, this wasn’t a one night stand where things like that 
didn’t 


matter. This, to him, was the beginning of a relationship. 
Maybe 


that was the way Able was thinking, too, and that’s why he 
was a 


little awkward. Micah hoped that was the case. 
Micah moved with Able and followed him down as Able 


reclined onto the bed. Able used his heels and elbows to 
move 


back and make room for Micah to join him. Micah crawled up 
and covered Able, settling down on top of him. Able’s sigh 


sounded welcoming in Micah’s ear as their bodies touched 
from 


head to toe. Micah thought it was a very luxurious feeling, 
better 


than the soft towels and satiny sheets. Able’s strong body, 
hard 


in all the right places, covered with soft skin, was making 
Micah 


ache, wanting to touch all of him at once. 
“You feel good under me,” Micah said, bending to touch his 


lips to Able’s collarbone, slipping his tongue out to taste it 
and 


then licked on up the side of Able’s neck to his ear. He took 
the 


lobe into his mouth and bit gently, feeling Able buck under 
him 


as he did. 


“Like that, huh?” Micah said, his nose nuzzling into the 
damp 


hair behind Able’s ear. It smelled so good he stayed there 
fora 


few seconds, enjoying the scent. 
“I like it when you do it. What about you?” Able turned his 


head and mirrored Micah’s actions, from the kiss to his 
collarbone 


to the nip on his ear. Micah, too, shivered at the gentle bite. 
“Ah,” 


Able teased, “now that’s good to know. Very responsive, not 


above taking time to enjoy the little details. | like that, 
Micah, a 


lot.” 
Micah understood what Able was saying and he set about 


learning more of those small details that Able was talking 
about. 


As hard as he was and as much as he wanted to take Able 
fast and 
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hard, Micah also wanted to build something good. He 
decided 


he would take the time. It was a learning experience for 
him. 


Through the next minutes, Micah learned that Able shook 
when 


he pulled up a mark low on his neck and moaned aloud 
when he 


sucked on his sensitive nipples. Micah took time and 
between 


each new area he kept going back to Able’s mouth. Some 
kisses 


were quick and soft, just short touches of his lips, while 
others 


were full out attacks with nips and sliding tongues and 
grinding 


pressure. Before long, Micah felt he was going to give it all 
up 


if he didn’t get down to business soon. Able hadn’t been 
lying 


there like a rock the whole time. Oh, no, he’d been moving 
and 


learning a few things on his own. His hands had moved over 


Micah and his hips had been moving up and down and 
around, 


putting intense pressure on Micah’s groin, his aching cock. 


With a last deep tongue-thrusting kiss, Micah reached for 
the 


items that Able had dropped earlier and, giving the lube to 
Able, 


he took one of the condoms and opened it, reaching down 
to 


cover himself. Able was ready and took over, sliding his 
hands 


over Micah’s hard cock, preparing it for him. Handing the 
lube 


over to Micah, he reached down and grabbed behind his 
knees, 


pulling them up to his chest. Micah knew his eyes must be 


bugging out, looking stupid, but he was lost, looking at Able 
SO 


open and willing, ready for him. 

“God, you're sexy as hell.” The situation didn’t call for any 
more words. Micah gathered some slick and bent to the task 
of making sure that Able could take him without pain. Micah 


smeared the lube all around Able’s puckered hole, feeling it 
clench 


and release at the intimate touches. 
He watched Able’s face as he put one finger in and moved it 


back and forth gently, then added another. He curled them 
and 


knew he’d found the right spot when Able’s eyes widened 
and 


he sucked in air, pleading, “Again.” Micah kept it up, 
knowing 


how it affected Able from his deep reactions. “More.” Able 
was 


demanding now. Micah added another finger and was 
careful as 


Able winced, but he kept it up until Able’s expression 
smoothed 


out and he nodded at Micah. 
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Micah removed his fingers and pressed the tip of his cock to 


Able’s opening. He pushed, finding it hard to get past the 
tight 


ring. Watching Able to see if he was causing any pain, he 
almost 


stopped when he saw Able’s tight lips. Able said, “Don’t 
stop, 


Micah. It’s just been a long time. I’m fine.” Micah went on, 
but 


he was careful, taking his time, pausing each time he 
managed to 


get a little further inside the tight channel. When he was 
finally 


inside, he paused and with his weight on his elbows he bent 
to 


put his lips to Able’s. 

“You okay?” Micah asked, holding still, and using amazing 
will to do it. 

“I’m good, Micah. You can move, you know. It burns a little, 


but | knew it would. You’re not small by any means and | 
told 


you it had been a good while. It’s fine. Go for it,” Able 
pressed 


his point by moving his hips, making Micah groan. 


Micah, figuring Able was a grown man who knew what he 


needed and could handle, went for it. He eased nearly all 
the 


way out and shuddered before sliding back into Able’s tight 
heat. 


“God, that is so good. Hang on,” he managed to say before 
he 


moved his weight back to his hands, his body higher now 
and 


moving in a slow steady rhythm until he could feel Able’s 
eager 


response. At that signal, Micah let go and became as hard 
and 


aggressive as he was dying to be. Slamming into Able, he 
watched 


Able’s reaction as he pulled out and thrust in again. 
Able never took his eyes off Micah, and he gasped and 


moaned each time Micah pushed all the way in. Able 
tightened 


his muscles around Micah and grinned when Micah grunted 
in 


surprise. This time it was Micah who was asking for it again. 


Before long, they were both making noise. Micah could see 
Able’s 


eyes shining as he watched intently every move that Micah 
made, 


every expression on his face. It made things seem very 
intimate 


for some reason, and Micah liked that. 
“I can’t, oh, Able, I’m going to...” Micah lost his voice and 
his train of thought as intense feelings poured through him. 


His balls drew up tight and he knew he was seconds away 
from 


coming. 
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Able took one of his hands from his leg and grabbed his 
cock, 


tugging hard. The other hand let go of the other leg, moving 
to 


the back of Micah’s neck and pulling down. He slid his hand 


to Micah’s cheek and held his face for a moment before 
raising 


his head. “Come for me, Micah,” he said just before mashing 


their lips together, pushing his tongue inside and tangling 
with 


Micah’s. 
That was all it took. Micah dropped his head to Able’s 


shoulder and yelled against it, jerking against Able as he 
filled 


the condom. Able’s legs wrapped around his waist and drew 
him 


closer; Micah felt Able coming, cream covering his hand and 


both their stomachs. As soon as he was capable, Micah 
rolled off 


Able, easing out carefully and removing the condom. He tied 
it 


off and reached over Able to drop it into a can he’d seen by 
the 


bed. Able reached for the bedside table and took tissues to 
clean 


them both up. He dropped those, too, into the can. 
Able reached for him as he settled back down and Micah 


gladly let the man wrap him up. He sighed deeply, his whole 
body 


still filled with the occasional quiver. 


“| have to admit that was about the best ever, and I’m not 
just 


sayin’ it. You really turned me inside out, Able.” Micah 
looked at 


Able to see how he felt. Should he offer to go to the guest 
room 


now? 


“I agree. Uh, do you want to sleep in here? You’re welcome 


to, if you want. It’s been a long, long time since | slept with 


someone. But, with you, | think I’d like it. Not really sure | 
want 


to let you go yet.” Able was looking at Micah like he was 
expecting 


a rebuff. 
“I’m content right where | am. Never been one to cuddle up 


to anybody afterwards, but then I’ve never been with 
someone 


like you, either.” 
“Someone like me?” Able asked. 


“Someone real, not just a no-name stress reliever, ya know? 
| 


want to get to know you more. | like everything I’ve learned 
SO 


far. You’re something else, Able Kenton,” Micah said, around 
a 
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wide yawn. 

“Right back at ya, Micah Stone. | think Ms. Lizbet was pretty 
smart if her plan was really to get us together.” 


“Mmm-hmm,” Micah mumbled. 


Able turned and scooted so his back was pressed to Micah’s 
front. Micah’s arm came across him, under his arm to settle 


against his chest. Able smiled as Micah rested his head on 
the 


pillow, his face in Able’s hair. 
Micah heard a ringing and then someone was nudging him. 
“Micah. Hey, Micah, your phone’s ringing. Here, l'Il get it. 


Wake up, huh?” Reality finally hit Micah with a hammer and 
he 


jerked straight up in bed. 
“What? Where? Able? What’s going on? What time is it?” 


He felt like he’d just gotten to sleep and he was a little 
fuzzy. 


Yesterday had been a really long day with good, bad, and 
ugly 


things all rolled into one wild ride. He’d been sleeping like 
the 


dead. 
In the dim light he could see Able walking back to the bed 


with the still ringing phone in his hand. The phone was the 
only 


thing he was wearing and Micah enjoyed the view. 


“It’s a little after two in the morning. | figured it must be 
important if someone is calling at this hour. Here,” Able said, 


handing off the phone to him and turning on the lamp by 
the 


bed. In the soft light, Micah watched Able slide back into 
bed and 


pull the cover up. He almost forgot the phone in his hand. 
Able 


pointed to it and he finally snapped out of it. 
“Hello.” 
“Micah, oh my God. | was so worried. Something’s going on. 


There’s someone out there and Ronnie told me to stay in 
here 


and he and Batman are going to check and see who's in the 
car 


and why it’s just sitting out there and you said if anything 
weird 


happened to call you and so | am and I’m sorry for waking 
you 


up and you don’t think it could be, like someone wanting 
to... 
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you know...” 


“Momm! Breathe. Come on now, calm down. Batman and 


Ronnie will handle it. Settle down. Where are you? In the 
den? 


Okay, go in the kitchen and make you some of that tea you 
like, 


the kind that settles you down. Make some coffee for the 
others, 


too. They'll take care of things.” Micah settled back against 
the 


pillows that Able had pulled up and stacked behind him. He 
nodded to Able, thanking him silently. 

“Stay on the line with me if it makes you feel better. No, 

| don’t mind. Now, tell me what’s going on, calmly. I’m going 


to put you on the speakerphone so Able can hear, too.” 
Micah 


pushed the button on the phone and looked over at Able. He 
raised his arm and drew Able over to him. He put the phone 


on his chest and they listened as Momm started recounting 
the 


events that led to the call. 


“Okay, | was watching this food challenge thing where 
they’re 


making these crazy cakes and so | was still in the den. All of 
a 


sudden | saw these headlights out by the road. You know we 


don’t have much traffic out here and especially this time of 
night. 


You know that section just after you turn in to your 
property? 


It’s the only place you can see the road from here or the 
house 


from there. The rest has got either trees or hills in the way. 
Well, 


this car pulls in and just stops. At first | thought they were 
maybe 


going to turn around or something, but it’s still just sitting 
there. 


Then | got worried. What if it was someone coming to try to 
kill 


you like they did Mom Liz? | know it’s crazy, but | got 
scared.” 


“Take a breath, Momm. I’m following you. So, did you call 


down to the bunkhouse and tell Ronnie and Batman?” 
Micah’s 


breath hitched as Able started smoothing his hand over his 


stomach under the sheet. 


“Yeah, they’ve gone to see who it is. What if there’s no one 


there when they get out there? What if they just parked 
there 


and left it and now they’re sneaking up to the house. Micah, 
I’m 


scared. What should | do?” 

“Relax. You Know they can take care of things. I’m not 
worried. Besides, we think the bad guys are here.” 
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“We who? lii-ee!” Momm screamed and both Able and Micah 
jackknifed up in the bed. 

“Momm, what’s going on? What happened? Momm!” 

“You got laid!” 

Micah and Able looked at each other and both grinned. Able 


raised his eyebrows and mouthed the words, “May |?” and 
Micah 


nodded, waiting to see what his new lover had in mind. 
“Hi, Momm. This is Able. I’m looking forward to meeting 
you. l’ve heard a lot about you.” They heard another scream 


and then what could only be dancing as Momm made the 
most 


annoying noises. 
“It’s about time. | knew it. Isn’t Micah hot? He’s totally cool, 


too. You better be a good guy. Don’t you hurt him. Ha ha, 
hee 


hee, how lucky can you be? Micah’s got a boyfriend.” 
Micah decided it was time to settle the boy down. “Momm! 
Stop it.” 

“Sorry, boss.” Momm instantly stopped his barrage of 


Silliness. “One more thing, though. Was it good? Just tell me 
and 


l'Il leave it alone. One word, yes or no.” 
“Yas,” 


They both heard Momm sigh deeply. Then he started 
singing, 


At Last. Little shit. Micah was going to have to put a muzzle 
on 


him. 
“Can we get back to the problem at hand? Is the car still 


out there? Go look out the front again, but stay back from 
the 


window.” Micah told Momm. 


He could hear footsteps and then Momm gasped. “No, it’s 


not there anymore. | don’t know if it left or if whoever’s in it 
IS 


coming up the road to the house. Where are B&R? What 
should 


| do, Micah? God, | wish you were here. No, no, | don’t. I’m 
glad 


you're there with, uh, Able. | wish you were both here. 
How’s 


that?” 


“That can be arranged. Just wait a bit and see if they show 
up 


to tell you what’s going on. You know where the guns are? 
Get 
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one if you’re that scared. | showed you how to shoot.” Micah 


hated to think of Momm being scared enough to use one of 
the 


guns. 
“| couldn’t shoot anybody, you know that. Wait, there’s a car 


pulling in. I’m going to the side door so | can see better. 
Hang on. 


Looks like Batman is on his horse, leading another one, 
Ronnie’s, 


and now...that’s Ronnie getting out of the passenger side 
and 


now he’s going around to the driver’s side. Someone is 
getting out 


and oh, shit! They’re coming to the door. What do | do?” 
“Momm, think. If Batman and Ronnie are bringing them in, 


would they be going to hurt you? Open the door and see 
who it 


is. Put the phone in the pocket of your pajama shirt,” Micah 
said, 


knowing Momm would be wearing navy silk pajamas, “and 
leave 


it on so we can hear what’s going on, too.” 

Micah looked at Able as they waited for the drama to unfold 
on the phone. 

Able said, “Do you think this is related or just someone 
coming through there?” 

“We don’t have a lot of that, especially at this time of night, 


but it might be someone in trouble, like Momm was and 
needing 


help. The men will make sure Momm is all right and they'll 
get to 


the bottom of this.” 


His phone buzzed again indicating that someone else was 


calling. Micah looked at the readout and saw it was Batman. 
He 


pressed the flash button and heard the big man say, “Hey, 
boss. 


We've got an interesting situation here.” 


“I gather. I’m on the phone with Momm, who’s scared 
shitless 


someone's there to kill him. What’s up? Who was in the 
car?” 


Micah knew he’d get to the bottom of it now. Batman was 
calm, 


sensible, fearless, and capable of handling anything. 
“There’s this little pipSqueak guy from the city here. He said 


he drove all afternoon and then had car trouble and finally 
some 


truck driver stopped and helped him fix the problem. He 
said he 


would have been here sooner, but he got lost. | don’t doubt 
that. 


He looks like someone who'd need a GPS to find his ass. He 
says 
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he’s afraid there’s someone after him. Pretty boy, reminds 
mea 


lot of Momm in a way. Dressed in a Suit, looks scared to 
death, 


seems totally out of place, and demands to speak to the 
boss at 


Stone Canyon Ranch.” 


“You get a name?” Micah asked, looking at Able and 
shrugging 


his shoulders in confusion. 


“Bobby Jaye. Jaye’s his last name, but he goes by both, he 
says. 


That reminds me of Momm, too. People and their weird 
names. 


Anyway, he looks to be harmless. What do you want me to 
do 


with him?” 

Micah and Able could hear a voice say, “Please, don’t hurt 
me.” 

“First of all, let him know that you’re not going to hurt him. 
Take him in and let Momm fix him something to eat. There’s 


already coffee on for you and Ronnie. l'Il be there in the 
morning. 


Keep him in the house.” 


“Will do, boss. See you when you get here.” Batman hung 
up 


and Micah pushed the button to go back to Momm. 
“Micah, hey, Micah, are you there?” 


“Yeah, easy Momm. Let them in. | was just talking to 
Batman. 


This is a guy who is looking for me. He’s more scared than 
you 


are. They’re bringing him in. Fix him something to eat. Give 
the 


guys something, too, with their coffee. They’re going to stay 
at 


the house until | get there in the morning. | don’t think you 
have 


anything to worry about. l'Il see you soon, okay?” Micah was 
pretty sure things were well in hand. 

“Are you bringing Able with you?” Nosy little shit. 

Micah looked at Able to see what he said and when Able 


nodded, Micah said, “Yeah, we’ll both see you in the 
morning.” 


“Woohoo! | mean, good deal, boss. See you later and l'Il fix 


something for all three of them. Oh, well, lookee there. Talk 


about hot. Honey, take your time gettin’ here.” Momm 
clicked 


off and Micah and Able just looked at each other, and then 
burst 


out laughing. 
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“I’ve gotta say, life around you is never dull.” Able was still 


chuckling as Micah closed the phone and handed it to him to 
put 


on the table by the bed. 
“You're clear to go with me tomorrow? Nothing you have to 


do?” Micah didn’t know how Able’s business ran, but he 
didn’t 


want to interfere with the rest of his work. 
“Nothing more important than this. Right now this is priority 


one. l'Il call one of my brothers in the morning and have 
them 


come over and feed Barney and let him run. I’m looking 
forward 


to seeing Stone Canyon and you know | can’t wait to meet 
Momm.” 


“Lord help me.” 


ChaPteR FouR 


Meanwhile, back at the ranch... 
Momm closed the phone and opened the door. He’d been 


watching, standing by the door, peeking out to see who 
Batman 


and Ronnie were bringing in. Micah had said that the guy 
was 


more scared than Momm was, but Momm didn’t see how. 


Batman came in first, followed by a smaller guy, then 
Ronnie. 


Smaller guy could only be described as hot. Not just hot, but 
hot. 


Momm took a few seconds to scope him out. About five foot 


eight, blond hair cut short and close to his head, 
unbelievable 


blue eyes. The guy had a thin sculpted nose and plump full 
lips 


that had Momm licking his own. Please God, make him gay. 
Batman was talking as he headed for the kitchen. They all 


followed him and Momm finally tuned in to what he was 
saying. 


“Momm, this is Bobby Jaye. That’s his whole name but he 


uses the whole thing. You all should get along great. Bobby 
Jaye, 


this is Momm, short for Mommauist. He’s the caretaker for 
the 


house here at the ranch. Micah is out of town right now, but 


he’ll be back in the morning. Momm, Micah said for you to 
feed 


this guy and find him somewhere to sleep. Micah will talk to 
him 


when he gets here. Micah said there’d be coffee.” 
“You all sit down. l'Il fix you some sandwiches and I’ve got 
the coffee ready. | put it on while | was talking to Micah. Sit, 


sit. Bobby Jaye, do you want coffee or something else?” 
Momm 


was nervous. He wanted to impress Bobby Jaye and didn’t 
know 


why. Well, he knew why. He was in love, but that was beside 
the 


point. 
“No coffee, thanks. I’ve, uh, got sort of an ulcer.” Bobby Jaye 
blushed as he said it. 


“Aw, hon. That’s a shame. l'Il make you a quick milkshake. 


You make a sandwich there with the turkey and the 
sourdough 


bread. We'll keep yours simple. | bet you’ve got that 
stomach in 


an uproar, huh?” Momm put the plate of sandwich fixings on 
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the table in an impromptu buffet style that really was 
impressive. 


There were several kinds of meat, cheeses, pickles, tomato 
Slices, 


dressings, olives, and chips. He put an empty plate in front 
of 


Bobby Jaye and let him make his own with what he knew he 
could handle. 

Ronnie asked Bobby Jaye about what happened on the way 
here and Momm listened to the guy’s voice while he got the 


makings for a quick vanilla shake. Before long, Momm set 
the 


Shake in front of Bobby Jaye, got his tea and sat down at the 


table, trying not to stare at the gorgeous man. He liked 
Bobby 


Jaye’s voice. It was not soft and sweet the way he looked, 
but 


deeper than he expected. 
“Thank you for going to all this trouble. You don’t even know 


me. I, it’s been a really bad, strange day. | can’t believe I’m 
here. 


| think someone ki...killed my boss today.” Bobby Jaye’s 
eyes 


looked a little wild as he said it. “I’m afraid they might be 
after 


me next.” 
“Do you know who it was? Why do you think they’re after 
you?” Batman asked. “Did you see anyone following you?” 


“| don’t know. That’s the answer to all your questions. | 
don’t 


know. | was in this tiny little office that | use. Mr. Townsend 


texted me. That’s his thing. He’s always texting people. | 
think 


he uses that more than the phone. | just sat there looking at 
it, 

not believing what | was reading. He told me that we were 
all in 


danger and for me to get these three files he’d left with me 
last 


week and to bring them straight to Stone Canyon Ranch. 
Then 


he texted the words, ‘Get out now!’ | grabbed the files and 
ran. 


Just as | got on the elevator | heard these three popping 
noises. 


| swear it was gunshots. | ran and kept on running. I’ve been 


scared the whole time that someone saw me and was going 
to kill 


me. | really think somebody killed him, killed him. Mr. 
Townsend. 


He was a nice man, a good man. | was interning for him and 
| 


was learning a lot. He didn’t mind sharing his knowledge 
with 


me.” Bobby Jaye finally wound down. 
Momm couldn’t help it. He reached out and put his hand 


over Bobby Jaye’s on the table. “It’s okay, hon. We’ll take 
care of 
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you and when Micah comes home, he'll figure it out.” 
Momm 


could feel Bobby Jaye’s hand trembling under his. He 
wanted to 


pull Bobby Jaye over onto his lap and press his head onto his 


Shoulder. The man just looked like he needed a hug. 


“Micah wants us to stay here until he gets here in the 
morning. 


You're safe. | put Jack on watch and he'll let us know if 
anyone 


shows up. We'll be here, so don’t worry about anything.” 
Batman 


seemed to be feeling sorry for the little man, too. 
“Hey. Eat a little something and drink some of that. Is there 


any medicine you need? Are you in pain now?” Momm hated 
to 


think of this guy hurting. He needed to get himself calmed 
down. 


Just because he never saw anyone didn’t mean he had to 
fall for 


the first new man to show up here. But no matter how he 
tried to 


make himself think straight, he was drawn to Bobby Jaye. 
“So, is your name really Mommauist? That sounds more like 


an old English name than, uh, Hispanic?” The way Bobby 
Jaye’s 


voice went up at the end turned it into a question. 


“Momma«auist is my name...now. Micah has said he would 
help 


me get my name changed. | need to do that. | want to be 
called 


Momm.” Momm took his hand back and sat still, not looking 
at 


anyone. He didn’t like talking about himself or why he would 
not 


be called anything but Mommauist. 


This time Bobby Jaye reached out to him, taking his hand 
and 


pulling it down between them. He held onto it and said, “I’m 
SO 


sorry. | didn’t mean to be rude or invasive. Please forgive 
me. | 


like the name Momm. It’s cool.” 


Momm looked up, his eyes going around the table. Batman 
and 


Ronnie were very carefully not looking at him as they 
devoured 


their snack. He finally looked at Bobby Jaye and smiled a 
little. 


“No, it’s not. It’s kinda stupid, but it’s my name, for now 


anyway. Micah said it was okay if | wanted to be called 
Momm. 


He’s the best man, Bobby Jaye. He’ll get this figured out. So, 
do 


you have anything with you? I bet not, if you just left in a 
hurry. 


We're about the same size. You can have a pair of my 
pajamas 


and l'Il get you some jeans and stuff to wear for tomorrow.” 
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Momm looked up when Batman and Ronnie got up, taking 
their 


plates to the sink. 

“Hey guys, thanks for staying. You all want me to make you 
up a place to sleep?” 

“No, Momm, that’s okay. I’m gonna sack out on the couch in 


the den and Ronnie can do whatever.” Batman looked at 
Ronnie 


as he continued, “You can even go back to the bunkhouse if 
you 


want. | think | can cover the house.” 
“Nah, Micah said for us to stay here. l'Il take the recliner. 


I’ve fallen asleep in it before, so it'll be fine. Shoot, Micah 
will 


probably be here before we know it. It’s already near four in 
the 


morning. We’ll see you all later. Bobby Jaye, Momm will take 


good care of you. We'll make sure you're both safe.” 
“Thank you both, really. | was just sitting there like a knot 
on a log. | didn’t know what to do. | was afraid to come up to 


the house in the middle of the night but didn’t know where 
else 


to go. It was like | was in a movie when you all came riding 
up 


on your horses. You looked like the wild, wild west. I’ve 
always 


wanted to ride a horse.” 


“That might be arranged. ’Course, you'll have to do it 
without 


your new best friend there. Momm won't even come down 
to the 


barn. He hates the horses and the cattle, especially the 
cattle.” 


Ronnie laughed when Momm stuck his tongue out at them 
as 


they walked out of the kitchen. 

There was silence for a moment. 

Momm finally said, “Are you okay? Does your stomach hurt? 
Can | get you anything else? You really are safe here. This is 


the safest place in the world. That’s part of what Micah does 


here. He helps people, like me, who need it. When | showed 
up 


here, I'd been beaten and was running away from, well, 
from hell, 


really. Micah let me stay and he took care of me. He lets me 
be a 


wuss and stay in the house. In return, I make sure he is well 
taken 


care of.” 

“Is he your lover?” Bobby Jaye asked, then slapped his hand 
over his mouth in obvious dismay. 
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“Micah? No, not at all. Oh, I tease him all the time about 


how hot he is, but it’s just playing. He’s not my type. | like 
smaller 


men, ones who don’t make me feel afraid. Not that he 
scares me, 


but, you know. Besides, | think he might have found 
someone. 


I’ve been at him forever to find a man for himself. Several of 
the 


guys here are gay, some are handicapped in some way or 
another, 


and others just need a safe place. Then, of course, there are 
all 


the regulars. Micah has a well-run ranch with a loyal staff. 
It’s a 


really big operation and takes a lot of hard work, but there’s 
not 


a better place anywhere.” 


“Again, | was rude to just blurt that out like that. | can’t 
seem 


to control my mouth around you.” Bobby Jaye had this 
wonderful 


blush that did funny things to Momm’s stomach. Little 
flutters in 


his chest made him wonder if he was having heart 
palpitations. 


What he was having was a reaction to Bobby Jaye. 
“Come on, hon. I'll get you set up for a little rest. There are 


guest rooms upstairs. There’s not anyone else up there, so 
you 


don’t have to worry about running into anyone. Let me get 
you 


some clothes and...” 
Bobby Jaye interrupted him to say, “Where do you sleep?” 


“Oh, come on with me. I’ve got rooms right off the kitchen. 


It’s where the cook lived before me, and Micah moved me in 


there when I came here. He’s told me | can move upstairs to 
a 


nicer set of rooms, but I’m fine where | am. | like being close 
to 


where I work the most.” It just seemed natural for Momm to 
take 


Bobby Jaye’s hand and pull him toward his rooms. Bobby 
Jaye 


didn’t seem to mind. He clasped Momm’s hand like a lifeline 
and 


went with him willingly. 
“This is nice,” Bobby Jaye said, as he stood right inside 
Momm'’s little den. Momm really had three rooms. There was 


a small den, a good-sized bedroom, and a bathroom. It was 
like 


having a little apartment right in the house. Momm loved it 
and 


had slowly been redecorating it to fit his likes. He shopped 
on the 


internet and was really happy with his little home. 
Momm went about getting some pajamas out of the drawer, 


finding a pair of jeans and a couple of shirts he thought 
would 
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fit Bobby Jaye. He even grabbed a bag with new briefs that 
he 


hadn’t even opened yet. He got socks, and then found a pair 


of old sneakers in the closet. He hadn’t realized that he 
hadn't 


been paying any attention to Bobby Jaye as he hustled 
around 


finding the objects of clothing. When he turned back, he 
found 


that Bobby Jaye was standing there, shaking, with one hand 
on 


his stomach and the other one clasped over his mouth. 
Momm dropped the clothes onto a chair and hurried over to 
him. 

“Honey, are you okay? What is it?” He put his arms around 


Bobby Jaye and got his wish from earlier. He drew Bobby 
Jaye’s 


head down to his shoulder and held him. “Are you in pain or 
just 


overwhelmed with everything you’ve gone through?” 


Bobby Jaye nodded his head, not really helping Momm at all. 


He smoothed his hands over Bobby Jaye’s back, letting one 
Slide 


on up to cradle the back of his head, enjoying the feel of 
Bobby 


Jaye’s soft hair. There was no forethought to his next words. 
“Do you want to stay here with me tonight? You can sleep 


on the couch or with me. No funny business, | promise. You 
just 


need a warm body, | think, someone to hold you. Feel free 
to say 


no if it’s not what you want.” 
Bobby Jaye raised his head to look into Momm’s eyes, his 


glimmering with tears of fear, exhaustion, and reaction. 
“Can | 


really? | promise not to mess with you. | just don’t want to 
be by 


myself.” 
“Aw, honey, it’s fine. Here, go on in the bathroom there and 


change into these pajamas. l'Il turn down the bed and then 
Il 

take a turn. You crawl on in there and l'Il be with you ina 
minute. 


l'Il hold you if you want or you can just lay there knowing 
that 


there’s a warm body next to you and that you’re really 
safe.” 


“Okay,” Bobby Jaye said, softly, and again Momm was left 


wondering what he was agreeing to. The man needed to 
work on 


answering more clearly, but not tonight. 
Momm took him into the bathroom, showed him where 


anything he might need was and came back out to turn 
down 
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the bed. He was a little freaked out that he was about to 
sleep 


in the bed with someone who was hot and gorgeous and 
sweet 


and sort of needy, kind of like he used to be. He was excited 
at 


the thought of helping someone who needed him. Oh, he 
knew 


he was a great help to Micah. He made sure of that. But, 
really, 


Micah didn’t need him. Bobby Jaye, right now at least, 
needed 


him. Him, Momm. He heard the bathroom door open and 
nearly 


gasped at how absolutely beautiful Bobby Jaye looked in 
those 


blue pajamas. 

“Thank you, Momm, for doing this. | feel stupid. I’m not 
usually this, well, like this. I’m sorry to be...” 

“Shh, you hush now. Climb on in here. You'll love this soft 


feather thing | bought for the bed. It’s called a pillow top 
mattress 


topper. | love it. You'll feel like you’re sleeping on a cloud. I'll 


be back in a minute. Relax. Don’t worry about a thing.” 
Momm 


made himself walk away and go to the bathroom, where he 
took 


care of business quickly, then brushed his teeth. As he came 
out, 


he decided to leave the light on and close the door most of 
the 


way so it acted like a nightlight. It was just something else 
that 


might make Bobby Jaye feel better. 


He made his way over to the bed and lifted the cover, 
reaching 


to turn off the lamp by the bed as he did. When he settled 
down 


on his back, he waited a second before saying, “You okay 
over 


there?” 
The whispered response came back, “No.” 
“Come here, hon. It’s okay, really. We all need to be held 


sometimes.” Momm raised his arm and felt Bobby Jaye slide 
over 


and curl into his side, his head on Momm’s shoulder, his arm 


across Momm’s chest. Momm rested his arm around Bobby 
Jaye’s 


shoulder, smoothing his hand up and down the man’s back. 
“Rest now, nightmare’s over. Things will look brighter 
tomorrow, or later today. | promise.” 
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Able seemed to be impressed by everything that Micah did, 


from taking off this morning at the airport to flying the 
plane, 
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and now Micah had just told him they were flying over Stone 
Canyon Ranch land. 


“Whoa, this is beautiful country, Micah. Sometime, I'd like to 


see all of it, but | know you want to get there in a hurry. 
That’s 


why we got up at the crack of dawn this morning.” Able 
teased. 


“Not quite the crack, but | do want to see this guy and find 


out what he wants. | already talked to Batman and he'll 
meet us 


at the strip and take us to the house. Look there, that’s 
about half 


our cattle with some of the guys watching them.” Micah 
pointed 


down to Able’s right and chuckled when Able gasped. 
“Shit. That’s a lot of steak down there. So, I’m looking at 


roughly fifteen hundred head of cattle? Man, that is 
something 


else. I’ve never seen anything like that. | can see lots of 
men on 


horses and there’s even a couple of trucks down there. 
Modern 


ranching, huh?” Able glanced over at Micah with a look of 
awe 


on his face. 


“What?” Micah wanted to know what that look meant. 


“I just didn’t have a good picture of what you did, all you 
did. 


You have a lot of responsibility, don’t you? This is massive.” 
“Yeah. Eleven sections is pretty big. A section is six hundred 


forty acres, so that’s a lot of land. Not all of it is fertile, mind 
you. 


Let me show you something,” Micah said, turning the craft 
and 


heading further to the north. In a few minutes, part of the 
canyon 


came into view. He never tired of seeing the canyon, 
whether it 


was from horseback or from the air. The idea of someone 
coming 


in and making this part of some big fancy resort, or 
whatever 


Global Vistas wanted it for, made him downright furious. It 
was 


not going to happen, no matter how big the coming battle 
would 


be. 
“Oh, Micah, that’s incredible. This is your land? | can 


see why you take such pride. | wouldn’t let this be ruined by 


development either. | imagine you won’t have any trouble 
getting 


my photographer friend out here. He could really do some 
great 


work here. We'll definitely have to talk with him. Wow, look 
at 


that. Is that a spring? Is it hot, like you read about?” 
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“Yeah, it is. Not many people know about it. It eventually 
feeds 


into a river that flows through my land that makes it 
possible for 


us to get through in the hot summer months. A lot of folks 
who 


don’t have access to good water have gone under because 
of it. 


These springs are very secluded, and pretty spectacular at 
night.” 


Micah was thinking that he might need to bring Able out 
here 


some night to show him just how nice it was on a starry 
night. 


“How far is it from the ranch house? Do you have to go on 


horseback?” Able asked. 


“Partly. We’d go about two thirds of the way in the dually 
with 


the horse trailer. When we get to the canyon rim, we’d 
unload the 


horses and wind our way down the path to the bottom. 
That’s 


where the springs are. It’s worth the trip. It takes a full day, 
half to 


get to the rim and then the rest of the day to get to the 
bottom. 


You'd have to be pretty good on the horse for me to take 
you 


there. Future plan, yeah?” 


Able smiled and nodded. Micah headed for the runway. As 
he 


drew near, he could see Batman standing by the big white 
dually. 


He tipped the wing and Batman waved. Time to find out 
what 


was going on here. 
They landed—with Able, white knuckled, holding on for 


dear life—and exited the craft, heading for the truck. After 
the 


introductions were made, they headed for the house, 
Suitcases 


stored in the back as they bumped along. 
“So what do you know about this guy?” Micah asked. 
“Well, he’s harmless. Momm is infatuated, if not already in 


love. Those two are like two peas in a pod. They’re built 
alike, 


they talk alike, and if I’m not mistaken they stayed in the 
same 


room last night. | checked upstairs this morning and no one 
had 


been in any of the guest rooms. | didn’t check your rooms 
but 


| don’t think he would have put Bobby Jaye there. When | 
left 


neither of them was up and about.” 


“Well, that’s a new twist. Do you know what this guy 
wants?” 


Micah asked. 
“He says he’s from some lawyer's office and that he thinks 
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somebody killed his boss and is after him. Says the lawyer 
sent 


him here.” 


“Don’t tell me...Bill Townsend?” Able spoke up. 


“That’s the name he said, Townsend,” Batman said, glancing 
quickly between Micah and Able. 
Micah and Able looked at each other with matching 


expressions. Things just kept getting weirder all the time. He 
was 


now even more anxious to get to the house and meet this 
guy. 


Batman had taken over as tour guide and was showing Able 


things as they passed. As they finally drew up to the house, 
Micah 


expected the three doors slamming would bring Momm out 
to 


them, but it was still as they headed for the side door. The 
three 


of them trooped in to a silent house, which was very odd for 


Micah. Usually Momm met him when he came in, talking a 
mile 


a minute, to see if he needed anything. 
Without stopping, Micah headed for Momm’s room. They 


might all think this guy was harmless, but it was not normal 
for 


Momm to not be up and have a big meal waiting, since he 
knew 


Micah was coming in this morning. Something was wrong. 
He 


knocked on the door to Momm’s rooms and when he got no 
response, he stepped in, Able right behind him. The den was 


quiet and he headed for the bedroom, almost fearful about 
what 


he’d find. 


The sight that met his eyes was, well, it was kind of 
awesome. 


Evidently Able thought so too, since he muttered, “The only 


word I can think of is sweet. That’s just sweet.” Micah could 
only 


nod, speechless. 
Momm was sound asleep, curled around a blond young man 


who was wrapped, literally wrapped around Momm. They 
were 


both wearing the navy satin pajamas that Momm preferred. 
They 


made one big lump in the bed, and both were evidently 
dead to 


the world. Micah couldn’t believe that Momm hadn’t heard 
him 


knock. 


“Should we wake them up?” Able asked, quietly. 


“Yeah, they do look pretty damn comfortable, but we need 
to 


Stone Canyon 79 


find out what he knows and Momm’s gonna want to get to 
work. 


| Know him. He’s going to hate that he didn’t have things 
ready 


to impress you this morning.” Micah went closer to the bed 
and 


bent to talk into Momm’s ear. 

“Good morning, Momm. Is there something you want to 
Share with us?” 

“Ayee!” Momm tried to jump up in the bed, but was so 
tangled with Bobby Jaye that he could only flail around, thus 


waking Bobby Jaye, too. They both looked up at Micah and 
Able 


with huge eyes and open mouths. 
“Micah, uh, hey. What time is it? I’m sorry. Wait, is this Able? 
Cool. Hey, dude, he’s really hot. Oh, damn, | meant to have 


breakfast for you all. Are you hungry? I'll get it fixed ina 
jiffy. Oh, 


uh, you don’t know Bobby Jaye.” Momm was completely red, 


blushing from the top of his head down to where his 
pajamas 


covered his chest. He turned to the young man sitting now 
beside 


him, mouth finally closed, but looking pretty worried. 
“Uh, hi. I’m Bobby Jaye. Nice to meet you, sir.” 
“Relax, Bobby Jaye. We’re going to leave and let you all get 


dressed and we'll see you in the kitchen. l'Il start some 
coffee.” 


Micah said. 
“Don’t you dare, Micah Stone. You murder coffee. l'Il do it. 


You just show Able the house and when you’re done, l'II 
have 


breakfast ready for you all. Promise me.” 
“Fine.” Micah acted like he was pissed at the dis about his 
coffee, but Momm was right. “Come on, Able, let’s get you 


settled. See you all in a few,” he said to Momm and Bobby 
Jaye. 


Micah gave Able a quick tour of the house and they ended 


up in Micah’s rooms, with both of their cases. Neither had 
any 


question as to where Able would sleep while he was here. 
Micah 


watched as Able walked through his rooms, knowing they 
weren't 


as upscale as Able’s. It was nice and fit Micah perfectly, 
being 


rustic and comfortable with big chairs, couches, and a huge 
bed. 


The walls were papered and as he looked at them now, he 
thought 


how nice they’d look if they were painted a light beige color 
with 
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some of that photographer’s prints on the walls. He was 
going to 


have to meet that man. 
“| like it, Micah. These rooms make me feel comfortable, 


welcome. They speak of you. It smells of you in here and 
that is 


really good, for me, anyway. You think we ought to give 
Momm 


some time to get things done in the kitchen? We could kill a 
little 


time up here, like right over there,” Able said, pointing to 
the big 


bed. 
“You think we could keep it down to a little time? | say, we 


avoid that area and do some quality time on the couch, and 
Swear 


not to get horizontal. Otherwise, they might come up and 
find 


us the same way we found them and that’s not something | 
want 


to happen. | have this tough persona to uphold, you know.” 


Micah laughed with him as Able drew him toward the couch 
and 


pushed him down, straddling his lap and bending to his 
mouth. 


He loved a man who could take control of a situation and 
get 


things going. 
Micah opened his mouth for Able and accepted the tongue 


that was thrust inside. He slid his tongue against Able’s and 
let his 


arms wrap tight around Able. Their groins were soon 
grinding 


together and their breathing escalated to heavy, with sighs 
and 


moans erupting as the kiss grew in depth and passion. 
Micah’s 


hand moved in Able’s hair, his fingers gripping the strands. 
Able’s 


hair made him think of Robert Redford’s, thick and blond 
with 


different highlights that made it truly gorgeous. Micah had 
pretty 


much decided that everything about Able made him happy 
and 


right now he wished he had more time to prove it. 
“Mmm, Able. God, you’re sexy. | want you all the time, but 
we need to get downstairs. We already look like we’ve been 


doing...what we’ve been doing. Up, get up, or we’ll be even 
more 


embarrassed if we have to change clothes before we go 
down 


there. Mmm, nice.” Able placed a last kiss onto his lips 
before 


standing and adjusting himself in his slacks. Micah stood 
and did 


the same and they exchanged a secret smile of promise for 
later. 
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Momm did manage to impress Able with his prowess in 


the kitchen, and Micah figured that was hard to do since 
Able 


came from a family of restaurant people. The feast on the 
table 


was plentiful, varied, and perfectly cooked. Micah had asked 


Batman and Ronnie to join them, so there were six hungry 
men 


devouring the meal of steak, eggs, hash browns, fluffy 
biscuits, 


jams, jellies, and honey. The coffee was hot and Momm kept 
it 


coming. Bobby Jaye ate nearly as much as the bigger men 
at the 


table. There was a comfortable silence for a while, then 
Micah 


Slowly started drawing information out of Bobby Jaye 
without 


making it seem like an inquisition. 
“So, the trip here yesterday was a little scary for you, huh? | 


hear your car broke down,” Micah said, glancing at Bobby 
Jaye as 


he put peach preserves on a biscuit. 


“Yes, sir. A big truck driver stopped and fixed it. | should get 


it looked at, he said. Then, idiot me, got lost and had to 
backtrack 


to find the place. It was hard in the dark, but | did, and then 


was too much of a wimp to come on up to the house. My 
heart 


nearly exploded in my chest when those two,” he said, 
pointing 


at Batman and Ronnie, “came up out of the dark on those 
big 


horses. It capped off a really long day.” 

“Sounds like it. Tell me about it, if you will.” Micah made it 
sound like he was giving Bobby Jaye a choice. 

“Of course, sir. That’s why | came all this way. | work for Bill 


Townsend. He’s a very good lawyer, a good man. | was lucky 
to 


get the internship working with him. He gave me a very cool 
cell 


phone as a gift and then made sure | knew how to text him. 
He’s 

really into texting. He’s as quick at it as he is typing. Yeah, 
he’s got 


a computer on his desk and he types a lot of the papers 
himself. 


He uses Ms. Daniels for a lot of things, but he keeps some 


private. He texts me all the time and asks me to do jobs for 
him 


or to leave me notes. | don’t know if he just doesn’t like 
ringing 


phones or what, but we often converse that way. We’ve 
gotten 


used to it, it’s almost second nature to us now. Very 
secretive, too, 


kinda cool.” Bobby Jaye paused to get a good breath, and 
smiled 


a little when Momm reached over and patted his hand as if 
to say 
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he should relax. 


“Anyway, last week he came in my little office with some 
files 


and said he wanted me to keep them in a locked drawer. He 
didn’t 

want them with the others. He called them the Stone 
Canyon 


files. There were three of them. One was larger than the 
others. 


| didn’t nose into them since they seemed special to him, 
but | 


did see that only one had Stone Canyon on it. The other two 
had 


different names on them. | put them in the drawer and 
locked it 


and didn’t think of them again until he texted me yesterday 
and 


told me to get them, take them to this place, and then he 
texted 


again for me to get out right then. | was scared to death, but 
| 


followed his orders. He’d never been one to exaggerate 
things. If 


he thought | should get out, | got.” Bobby Jaye looked 
around 


the table at all the captive faces. He blushed and looked 
down. It 


was clear he didn’t like being the center of attention, but it 
was 


his story to tell so he finished. 
“When I got on the elevator, just as it was closing, | heard 


what sounded like three gunshots in a row, like pop, pop, 
pop. | 


think | shook all the way here. | don’t know anything about 
guns 


and bad guys and how to tell if someone is following me or 
not. 


| was afraid every time some car came up behind me that | 
was 


going to see a gun come out a side window to shoot me. | 
know 


it sounds like I’m just a scaredy-cat, but...” 
“No, you're not. Don’t talk like that, Bobby Jaye. You’ve been 


through a lot. I’d have been scared to death.” Momm was 
quick 


to take up for Bobby Jaye. 
“Bobby Jaye, relax. None of us think you are anything but 
brave in what you did. You managed to find the right place, 


eventually, and | take it you did bring the files Mr. Townsend 
was 


talking about. I’m sorry to tell you this, but you were right. 
Mr. 


Townsend is dead, shot three times in the chest. The 
secretary, 


Ms. Daniels...” 
Bobby Jaye gasped, “Oh, my God! | forgot about her. Is she 


all right? Did they kill her, too?” He made what might have 
been 


an often-used stance for him, one hand on his stomach and 
one 


over his mouth. 
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“She’s fine. There were three men. One was evidently a 
leader; 


she never saw his face because he kept it turned away from 
her. 


The other two had masks on and they took her to a file room 
and 


duct taped her to a chair. We came in and found Mr. 
Townsend, 


dying. He managed to say one thing before he died, but it 
didn’t 


make any sense. We then heard a noise from another room 
and 


upon investigation, we found her. Able had called the police 
and 


then we all went down to the station.” Micah filled them all 
in on 


the events that occurred. 


“What did he say?” Bobby Jaye’s voice asked, softly, his 
eyes 


sad. “It was probably about his wife. They were so in love.” 


Micah and Able looked at each other and they all jumped 


when Micah said, “That’s it.” At the same time, Able said, 
“Of 


course.” There was silence for a moment and together they 
said, 


“Bobby Jay, Stone Canyon, All three files.” 

There were a couple of “Huh?”s and a “What?” and one, 
“Yes sir.” 

Able spoke up this time and said, “When we found him on 


the floor, he said, ‘BJSC, all three’ and none of us could 
figure 


out what it meant. He was telling us that Bobby Jaye had all 
three 


files for Stone Canyon. We couldn’t put the initials together. 
That 


explains it. l'II call the officer we talked to and explain it to 
him, 


along with your story. He may want to talk to you, though | 
doubt 


you have anything to worry about since you were already in 
the 


elevator when you heard the shots. I’d rather you stay here, 
safe, 


just in case the bad guys in question know about you at all.” 


“I can’t just stay here, | have to...well, | guess | don’t really 


have a job anymore, huh?” Bobby Jaye seemed to get the 
reality 


of the situation and appeared a little lost. 
Momm came to the rescue. “You’ve always wanted to ride a 


horse you said. Here’s your chance. You can have the whole 
wild 


west experience and call it a little vacation, at least until 
this is all 


settled. | don’t want to think of you in the same city as the 
people 


who killed your boss. I’d rather have you safe, and here.” 
His face 


was a little red, but he didn’t back down. 
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Micah made it official, “I agree. You'll be safer here and 
you're 


welcome to stay in, um, any room you feel most 
comfortable in. 


You can decide on that later. Right now, do you have the 
files 


with you?” 


“They're in the trunk of my car. l'Il get the keys.” Bobby Jaye 


stood up and Momm was up with him. 
“| put your clothes in the wash. Your keys are on the dresser. 
l'II come with you.” The two men left the room and the other 


four around the table looked at each other, smiles on their 
faces. 


“I think that’s the first case of love at first sight I’ve ever 
seen,” Ronnie said. 

“It was pretty quick, but seems to be mutual,” Batman 
agreed. 

“Hey, it can happen,” Able said, glancing over at Micah with 
a grin. 

“Hush, you all, they’re coming back. Don’t tease them now,” 


Micah said, wanting to do just that to Momm for all the 
teasing 


he’d thrown at him. Right now, though, Bobby Jaye was 
pretty 


freaked out, and with good reason. 
Bobby Jaye stood uncertainly when he got to the table. Able 
stood up and said, “Want me to go with you?” 


Bobby Jaye just nodded and when they left the room, Micah 


said, “Okay, here’s what | want. We're going to meet in the 
office. 


Momm, bring in another couple of chairs, please. | want all 
of 


you in on this so we're all privy to this information. We're all 
part 


of this story. Batman and Ronnie, you need to know what 
we're 


up against as you are my first defense here and I trust you 
all. 


Momm, you're Bobby Jaye’s anchor right now and that’s a 
good 


thing. Feelings aside, he needs to feel safe and for him, 
that’s you. 


Anything that develops between you all is your business and 
IS 


fine with me, by the way. l'Il save the teasing until he’s in 
better 


shape.” 

Micah pointed a finger at Momm, who blushed again and 
nodded his head, mumbling, “Thanks, Micah.” 
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While the two men were outside, Batman and Ronnie helped 


Momm quickly clear the table and Micah went ahead and 
arranged 


the chairs and set it up so everyone would feel like they 
were 


part of the meeting. He heard Able and Bobby Jaye coming 
back 


in and before he could call out, the others were all filing in 
the 


room. Good, down to business. 


Bobby Jaye put a large brown folder into his hands and 
sighed. 


Micah knew it was a feeling of “Mission Accomplished” for 
the 


young man, who, despite being scared to death, had carried 
out 


his boss’s demand and could now relax a little. 
“You did a good job, Bobby Jaye, and | think Mr. Townsend 


would have been proud of you. Have a seat there by Momm 
and 


we'll see what we have here. Able, you come back over here 
with 


me and help me wade through this and get some kind of 
order to 


it. Uh, you all might set up some kind of plan for teaching 
Bobby 


Jaye to ride a horse. How about that? This shouldn’t take 
long.” 


Micah wanted them to have something to do, but didn’t 
want to 


have to send for them again in a few minutes. 


Micah couldn’t help his smile when he heard Bobby Jaye 
Say, 


“I think it would be more fun to learn if you did, too, Momm. 


That would be cool. What? What did | say?” Bobby Jaye 
looked 


at all of them, frowning. 

Micah and Able scooted close together and opened the 

file. He set the three files out and found a smaller one stuck 
inside the Stone Canyon file. It looked like Mr. Townsend was 


very methodical and kept excellent records. The small file 
held 


several letters. He glanced at some and passed them on to 
Able. 


A couple were from Able himself containing information that 
he’d gathered on Global Vistas for Lizbet and turned over to 


Townsend at her request. There were a couple from Lizbet 
and 


Micah had to strengthen his backbone as he read those. 


After several minutes, Micah spoke up. 
“It looks like Mom Liz knew she was in danger and didn’t 


have time to let me in on it. That was her decision and one 
l'Il 


have to live with. She hired Able to do some investigating 
about 


the man who came to her wanting her to sell Stone Canyon. 
Not 
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the same man, by the way, who came here. After Able got 
the 


information she sent it to Mr. Townsend with a request to get 


the information to me if anything happened to her or if | 
asked 


for it. He had continued to investigate, finding more 
information 


about the larger corporation that GV, we'll call them, is just 
a 


small part of. This is a very large business that seems to 
have 


done their work this way several times. They come in, make 


offers, and when they’re not taken, they find a way to get 
around 


the hold outs. Sometimes they are bought, sometimes there 
have 


been suspicious accidents, and sometimes unexplained 
cases of 


murder.” 

“Good Lord, Micah. So, does that mean you know who killed 
Mom Liz?” Momm asked. 

“Not who yet, but why. She refused to sell, flat out, and no 
amount of badgering would make her change her mind. Mr. 
Townsend was in the process of trying to tie it all together. It 


looks here like he was going to get in touch with you, Able, 
to 


see about sharing information and having you do some 
more 


investigating. How ironic is that?” Micah asked, looking at 
Able. 


“Able Kenton. I’ve heard him say that name. He said you 
had 


done some good work and he was going to give you a call. 
How 


weird that this is all coming together like this,” Bobby Jaye 
said. 


“Not really, if you think about it,” Micah said. “It all started 


with Mom Liz sending me to Able, whom she had already 
got 


information from to give to Townsend, who hid it with Bobby 
Jaye, who brought it to me.” 


“Sounds like the house that Jack built.” Momm looked 
around 


from Micah to Able to Bobby Jaye, then to Batman and 
Ronnie. 


“So, what do we do now?” 
“| wanted you all in on this from the beginning so no one 


was out of the loop later. Batman and Ronnie, if you see 
anyone 


new, anyone or anything suspicious, no matter how small, 
let 


me know.” Micah went on as both men nodded their heads 
in 


understanding. 
“Bobby Jaye, you are a guest here for the time being. You 
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can hang with Momm, or explore the areas close to the 
house. 


You can go see the horses and they'll find one you can learn 


to ride. Good luck getting Momm to join you. If you want to 


help Able and me on this, you are welcome to step in and 
add 


your two cents. You have a good head or you wouldn’t have 
been 


in the position you were with Mr. Townsend. Anybody got 
any 


questions?” Micah asked. 


“No sir. We’ll get to work. Call us if you need us. We've all 
got 


our phones and everyone on the ranch has been warned to 
keep 


them charged,” Batman said, as he and Ronnie headed out. 
“Momm, you just keep doing what you do so well. You can 


have free time between meals to spend with Bobby Jaye. 
Help 


him out, so he’s not uncomfortable here.” Micah didn’t think 
that 


would be a hard assignment. 
Bobby Jaye spoke up then. “I'd like to help you and Able 
when you think I can. I’d also be happy to help Momm in the 


kitchen, and I’ve always wanted to learn to ride, like | said, 
but 


maybe a little later. l'Il work on getting Momm to learn with 
me. 


First, I’d like to help you all out, if you think I can.” 
“Why don’t you hang out with Momm for a while and let us 


look over these files. We’ll come get you if we have 
questions 


you can help us with later.” Micah figured Bobby Jaye 
needed 


some TLC and Momm was perfect for that, and maybe 
perfect 


for him all the way around from the way they were looking 
at 


each other. 
“I'd be glad to help you in the kitchen, Momm. I’m a pretty 


good cook, since | live alone and can’t afford to eat out all 
the 


time. | watch the Food Network and try all kinds of new 
things 


from there.” Bobby Jaye was saying but Momm squealed 
and 


they were off. 
“You're kidding! | love that channel. | was watching it last 


night when you showed up. Who’s your favorite? | like, oh, 
SO 


many of them. There’s Paula and Rachael and Bobby and 
oh, | 


love Guy and Iron Chef is fun when they use things I have 
any 


hope of finding. Come on, we'll...” Momm’s voice faded as 
they 


got to the kitchen and Micah and Able glanced at each other 
and 
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burst out laughing. 


“At least we'll eat well,” Able said. “I gotta say it again, 
they’re 


just so damn sweet. You think they'll end up as a couple?” 
“Hell, | think they’re already a couple. They just don’t know 


it yet. I’ve never seen two people more perfect for each 
other. 


But Bobby Jaye’s in training to be a lawyer and Momm is 
pretty 


set here. We'll see how it works out. Let’s get to work on 
this 


information. l'Il take the Stone Canyon file first and you take 


the other two. Then we'll switch so we both know all of it. 
After 


that, we'll brainstorm with all we learn. Sound like a plan?” 
Micah 


asked. 


“Yeah, and a good one. We're alone here for a minute and | 


could use a little incentive to get me ready to work. How 
about 


you, mmph...” Able didn’t get any further before Micah 
twisted 


around to capture his mouth. 
Micah knew they couldn’t spend a lot of time enjoying each 
other, but Able was important to him and he found himself 


wanting the man with an ever-increasing urgency. He 
wanted to 


drop it all, forget it all, and go drown himself in Able’s willing 


body, but he knew he couldn’t indulge in pleasure when 
there was 


a mystery to be solved and a murder to be avenged. He 
took a 


few moments though, to replenish his reserves, so to speak, 
and 


he let his passion rule as he fortified himself with new 
strength 


and determination. 
Able met his passion and matched it, sucking on his tongue 
as he thrust it inside that welcoming heat. Micah groaned as 


Able’s hands cupped his neck then slid to his shoulders, as if 


knowing they were tight and tense. He brought his own 
hands 


up to cup Able’s face and they ate at each other as if they 
hadn’t 


just consumed a huge meal. This was hunger of another 
kind, 


sexual hunger fueled by not only their need, but stress and 
pain 


and anger at the whole situation. One fed the other until 
Micah 


thought they would both go up in flames right there at Ted 
Stone’s desk, well, now Micah’s desk. 


He finally managed to pull away from the warmth and 
wonder 


that he felt when any part of his body was attached to Able 
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Kenton’s. They had to get down to business, but he couldn’t 
wait 


for the night ahead. 
“You are like nothing I’ve ever known, Micah Stone. | want 


you all the time. How can that be? I’ve only known you 
about 


twenty-four hours. That doesn’t even sound right, does it? 
So 


much has happened in so short a time. But, despite all that, 
| feel 


a definite connection, other than just the sexual one, with 
you. 


Tell me I’m not alone in that. Please?” Able was looking at 
Micah 


as if he couldn’t believe his good fortune and was waiting 
for the 


other shoe to fall. 
“ĮI feel exactly the same way. We’ve packed a lot into those 
twenty-four hours. A lot of it was good, Able. Some of it was 


pretty bad, but on the whole, we're building something. We 
just 


have to get past this Global Fucking Mess. Then we'll have 
time 


for us, | promise. | want to see where this can go just as 
much 


as you do.” Micah assured Able, giving him another quick 
kiss 


before turning back to the files waiting on the desk. 
Able slowly drew his hands away from Micah’s shoulders, 


stopping to caress his cheek, before dropping both hands 
into 


his lap. He looked from Micah to the files in front of him and 


sighed. 
Micah could see him switch from lover to partner as he 


reached for the first file. Good man. He reached for the big 
Stone 


Canyon file and started reading. It was quiet for a few 
minutes, 


then Able said, “I like the way Townsend wrote notes on all 
this, 


kind of doing our job for us, tying things together. You 
getting 


that in yours?” 


“Yeah, it’s interesting. He had some pretty clear ideas on 
what 


to do next. It’s almost like he had a plan. He was definitely 
going 


to call you. There are notes here on what he wanted you to 
check 

on. You can read those when we switch. This is good, Able. 
I’m 

going make some notes of my own. Here, let me get some 
pens 

and you can do the same. Just use these with blue ink, since 
his 


are in black and we’ll keep up with each other’s thoughts 
about 


what we find.” Micah opened a drawer and passed a pen to 
Able, 


taking one for himself. They got back to work. It was quiet 
again 
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until his cell rang. It was Batman. 

“Micah. What’s up?” 

Batman spoke softly into Micah’s ear as if not wanting 


someone to hear him. “I got to thinking when you said 
watch 


for anything and anyone new. Remember that guy we hired 
a few 


weeks ago? Rankin Daniels. Another weird name if you ask 
me. 


What kind of name is Rankin? There was a singer with that 
last 


name a good while ago, but anyway...sorry. | got to 
wondering 


about him. I didn’t think anything of it until you all 
mentioned 


the secretary’s name was Daniels.” 
“What, you think they’re related? That’s pretty far-fetched. 


What’s got you wondering?” Micah knew Batman was not 
one 


to get antsy over nothing. This guy must have done 
something to 


make Batman suspicious. 

“I caught him making a mistake with the feed about a week 
after he got here. He was very sorry, yada, yada, and | put it 
down to him being new and nervous. But then when I came 


down here while ago, Ronnie said that one of the other 
hands 


caught him looking through the drawers of the desk in the 
office 


down here. We know there’s nothing in there, but his answer 
when questioned didn’t ring true. | thought I’d bring him up 


there and let you question him and see what you thought. 
But, | 


had an idea. Why don’t you ask that Bobby Jaye if he knows 
if 


that woman has a son. He’d be about the right age and if 
so, see 


if he’s ever seen him.” 


“Good idea, Bat, and easily done. Give me about ten 
minutes 


and then bring him up.” Micah ended the call and turned to 
Able 


to say, “This should be interesting.” 

“What’s going on now?” Able asked. 

“Just a minute. | want to set something up. Will you go get 
Bobby Jaye and tell him we need him a minute? Oh, and tell 


Momm to stay in there until | call him.” Able raised his 
brows but 


stepped out immediately. 


Micah knew there was a passageway hidden in this office 
that 


led to the back stairs off the kitchen. If someone stood in 
that 
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hidden door they could see into the office, but unless a 
person 


knew it was there, they wouldn’t see it. 
When Able and Bobby Jaye came in he asked Bobby Jaye, 


“Do you know if Ms. Daniels, Townsend’s secretary, has a 
son 


or not?” 
“Sure, R.J. came by to see her a couple of times while | was 


there. He wasn’t a really, uh, personable character. He 
didn’t talk 


to her the way | thought a child should talk to a parent, you 
know? Kind of mean, disrespectful, | guess. Why?” 

“You'd recognize him if you saw him, right?” Micah asked. 
Able was still looking confused. 

“Yeah, no problem. Why?” Bobby Jaye asked. 

“I want you to hide over here in this passage, it leads to the 


kitchen, and watch while | talk to one of the new hands. | 
want 


to know if it is this R.J. person. It will just explain some 
things 


to me. Don’t let him see or hear you. Just look at him and 
when 


he leaves, you come on out and tell me if it’s him, okay?” 
Micah 


was leading Bobby Jaye to the hidden door as he asked 
since time 


was running out. 
Bobby Jaye looked as confused as Able, but he went where 


Micah showed him and when he saw the passage, he said, 
“Way 


cool, dude. Okay, shh.” 


There was a knock at the door to the office and Micah and 


Able went back to their chairs, closing the files and covering 
them 


as Micah told Batman to come on in. 
“Hey, boss, this is Rankin Daniels. He’s the one | told you 


about. He’s only been here about two weeks, but he’s 
already 


made a couple of big mistakes. | thought you might want to 
know 


about the second one. He was found going through the 
drawers 


in your office in the barn.” Batman pointed to a chair in front 
of 


Micah’s desk and indicated that Rankin was to sit. Rankin 
Sat, a 


sullen look on his face. 


“What were you looking for in my desk? We don’t keep 
money 


in the barn. What were you hoping to find?” 
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“I wasn’t lookin’ to steal money. | was looking for a pen or 


something to write some notes. There’s a lot of stuff to 
remember 


and | wanted to keep up with things. | want to do a good job 


here.” Belligerent little cuss, Micah thought. 


“Why don’t you believe him, Batman?” Micah asked, 
knowing 


there was a good reason. 
“Most people put pens and things in the middle drawer of a 


desk. He was looking in the bottom drawer and looked like 
he’d 


gone through others. Things had been moved around and 
left in 


a mess. Didn’t make sense.” Batman stood with his arms 
crossed 


over his chest, legs spread. 
“You can’t prove | was doing anything wrong. | said | was 


looking for something to write notes with. | needed paper, 
didn’t 


|? What’s the big deal?” Rankin was a little bit defensive and 
a 


lot guilty. 
“You could have asked. Anyone here would have gotten you 


what you needed, especially for such a good reason. Go on 
back 


and get to work. But Rankin, three strikes and you’re out. 
Get it?” 


Micah sounded stern, but he wanted the man here so they 
could 


watch what he did. 

“Yeah, | get it. Jesus, you'd think it was fucking Fort Knox,” 
Rankin muttered as he left the room. 

“Batman, stay a minute, will you?” Micah asked as Rankin 
headed out, slamming the outer door as he went. 

“Bobby Jaye?” Micah said, looking over to the hidden door. 
Bobby Jaye came in, eyes wide and head nodding. 

“That was him. The R must stand for Rankin. Weird name, 


huh? Why’s he acting like he works here? | never took him 
fora 


cowboy before. He was always in jeans and t-shirts and 
sneakers. 


I'd more likely think I’d see him in a gang than on a ranch. 
This is 


weird. What do you think he’s doing?” Bobby Jaye dropped 
into 


the chair where Rankin had been earlier. 
“Momm, you can come on in and stop listening at the door,’ 


Micah said, and waited for Momm to come in and stand 
behind 


r 


Bobby Jaye’s chair. 
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“| don’t even know what I’m thinking yet, but it bears 


looking into. Do you know how long Ms. Daniels has worked 
for 


Townsend?” Micah asked Bobby Jaye. 
“No sir. She was there when | started in January and they 


seemed comfortable with each other so | figured she’d been 
there 


for a while. So, more than six months, at least. Do you think 
she 


has something to do with this? But, she was so sweet and 
she’s 


like...old.” Bobby Jaye was clearly aghast. 
“Think about it a minute. What better way to keep an eye 


on what was being done than to have someone on the 
inside? 


Somehow they got wind of there being an investigation and 
set 


her up in Townsend's office. When it looked like it was 
coming to 


an end, she gave them a head’s up and they came in and 
cleared up 


the problem. She wasn’t hurt and looks clean. | bet she’s 
nowhere 


to be found now. The job is over since Townsend is dead.” 
“Wow. This just gets messier all the time.” Able said. 
“You got it. Any way we can find out where she went? It 


might be interesting to talk to her. Maybe Rankin reports to 
her. 


Batman, we need to keep tabs on him without him knowing 
it. 


Can you handle that?” 

“Sure can, no problem.” 

Able chimed in with, “I can call a couple of friends and have 
them do some checking for me. If they find her, we could go 


back and confront her, find out what she knew, and go a 
little 


further with tying this all together. That was pretty smart of 
you, 


Batman, putting it together with the name and the guy 
being 

new.” 
“Don’t let the nickname or the weird glasses fool you. | was 


in intelligence in the Army before | came here to work for 
Micah. 


| know a lot about sneaking around, too. l'Il find out what 
he’s 


doing and who he’s talking to and keep in touch with you. 
I’m 


only letting Ronnie and Jack in on this for the time being.” 
“Good idea. You Know what you’re doing down there. You 


know you have my complete trust, Bat. See you later.” 
Micah 


waved Batman out of the room and back to the barn, 
knowing 
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the man wanted to keep a close eye on things. 

Micah looked at Able as he pondered, “Do you think we 
handled that right? You reckon he'll be spooked now. Maybe 


we shouldn’t have tipped our hand and just watched him for 
a 


while.” Micah hated that he was second guessing himself. 
“Nah, if he’s here to do a job for somebody, he'll do it. We'll 


just be ready for him. Besides, we needed to know for sure it 
was 


him. With Bobby Jaye identifying him, we're in a better 
position 


now.” Able assured him. 


Hearing his name mentioned, Bobby Jaye spoke up next. 
“So, 


do | need to stay hidden now? You probably don’t want 
Rankin, 


or R.J. or whoever he is to see me. He'd probably recognize 
me, 


too. We only saw each other a couple of times, but | don’t 
want 


to mess up any plan you all have.” 
“Yeah, you'll just have to stay in the house with Momm until 


we get this figured out. Your riding lesson will have to wait 
for 


a bit. Notice Momm sighing in relief over there. We might let 


you read through all this with us and get your take on some 
of 


the things Townsend was making notes about. You must 
havea 


good analytical mind or you wouldn’t be interning in a 
lawyer’s 


office.” 
“I'd be glad to see if | could help with any of it.” Bobby Jaye 
looked eager to be part of the program. 


Momm hopped up and said, “I’m going to get lunch ready. 


Since we had a late and a big breakfast, I’m just doing a 
light 


chicken salad lunch. We'll go all out for supper. Requests for 


dessert? | have the meal planned except for that. | feel like 
making 


a cake. What kind? Anybody?” 

Able spoke up and asked, “Can you do German Chocolate?” 
“Absolutely. Make you cry real tears. Okay, | have my work 
and you all have yours. Anyone want anything to drink while 
you work?” When he Saw all their eyes light up, he laughed. 


“Homemade lemonade coming up.” 


ChaPteR Five 


After a delicious supper, during which all six men—Batman 
and Ronnie, Momm and Bobby Jaye, and Able and Micah— 


continued to discuss plans for the immediate future, they all 
went 


in separate directions, by twos. Momm and Bobby Jaye took 
care 


of kitchen duty and then headed for Momm’s rooms. Maybe 


they were going to watch the Food Network and discuss 
recipes. 


Batman and Ronnie headed out to the barn and the 
bunkhouse. 


They’d all decided that Batman would send Rankin to town 
for 


something tomorrow and have Jack follow and keep an eye 
on 


him to see if he met anyone or made any connections that 
might 


seem curious. 
Micah and Able were back in the office looking over the 


files again. They traded and were now reading both 
Townsend’s 


notes and what the other had added onto them. Both were 


sitting behind the desk, as close as possible as they perused 
the 


information. Micah kept getting distracted by Able’s 
nearness, 


but he wasn’t ready to give up on going through the 
information 


that Townsend had died for. 
“I’ve got an idea. Let’s take this up to my rooms, get more 


comfortable, and study it all up there. That way, when we 
finish, 

we'll be in the right place to explore other areas of interest.” 
Micah watched the idea make an impression on Able. 


“I’ve said before, you’re a man with great ideas. Or, if | 
haven't 


said it, let me go on record now.” Able took a note pad and, 


tearing off a sheet, marked his place in the file he was 
reading. 


Grabbing the note pad and pen, he stood and headed for 
the 


door. 


“In a hurry much?” Micah teased, gathering his own stack. 


“Hey, it was your idea. Dawdle much?” Able teased right 
back. 


Micah caught up to him, turned off the light, and they 
headed for 


the stairs and Micah’s rooms. 
Micah went into the lounge area and put his stack of papers 
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on the table in front of one of the big couches, indicating 
that 


Able should do the same. As soon as Able set his work 
down, 


Micah stepped over and drew him into his arms. He echoed 
the 


deep sigh that Able released as their arms tightened and 
their 


bodies meshed like two puzzle pieces clicking into place. 


“We better not get too comfortable here, or bringing the 
files 


up was a waste of time,” Able murmured against the side of 


Micah’s neck, taking a little nibble despite his words of 
caution. 


“I know, but I’ve been wanting to get you back in my arms 
for 


hours. I’m going to try to hold it down to one really good, 
long 


kiss and then we'll get into some robes and spread this stuff 
out 


on the bed. Maybe if we look at all of it and share ideas, we 
can 


get the bigger picture. As much as | want to make love to 
you right 


now, I’m trying to be smart about this. No telling what that 
idiot 


is planning to do here and who knows what crisis tomorrow 
will 


bring. We need to be a little further in our investigation 
before we 


relax. What do you think?” Micah rubbed his jaw against the 
side 


of Able’s face, liking the way Able’s stubble felt against his 
Skin. 


“I think you’re wasting time talking. Bring that mouth over 


here so we can get this work done and get to that big bed of 
yours, 


the one I’ve been thinking about since | saw it this 
afternoon.” 


Micah wasted no time turning his head that little bit 
necessary 


and taking Able’s receptive mouth, their tongues tangling 


immediately. He took his time playing with Able’s tongue, 
Sliding 


in and around it before moving on to explore and conquer 
other 


parts of Able’s mouth. Able’s hands weren't idle while his 
mouth 


was accepting Micah’s plundering. 
Micah shivered as Able pulled his shirt from the back of his 


pants and Micah could feel those busy hands on his skin. 
Lord, 


the man had great hands. They were big and strong and 
didn’t 

just move over him, they made him feel so much. Able 
pressed in 


along Micah’s spine, all the way up and back, then spread 
out to 


squeeze and knead the muscles, making Micah want to 
stretch out 


for a full body massage. Without stopping his actions in 
Able’s 


mouth, Micah let his hands do some roaming of their own. 
He 


followed Able’s example and soon his hands were doing the 
same 
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wonderful things to Able’s back. Able’s groan let him know 
that 


his idea was appreciated. This could get out of hand very 
fast. 


Micah realized that they were both hard and needing and he 


was the one who wanted to get this research done, so it was 
up 


to him to put a stop to this, difficult as it was. He managed 
to 


pull back a little, putting his forehead to Able’s as they 
breathed 


heavily and tried to calm down enough to move farther 
away 


from each other. Instead of stopping, though, he began to 
move 


his lips over Able’s face, touching on his brows, his cheeks, 
and 


following his jaw line up to his ear, which he bit, eliciting a 
gasp 


from Able. 
“Hey, still hungry?” Able teased, pulling back to look at 
Micah. 


“Trying to make myself stop this and get back to work, but 


| keep finding things | want to play with, taste, caress. You're 


pretty intoxicating, Mr. Kenton.” Micah had no trouble 
putting 


his infatuation into words. 


“Don’t think you’re the only one ready to chuck it all and 
head 


for Heaven, which in this case is just a few steps into the 
other 


room there.” Able grinned at Micah, tilting his head toward 
the 


bedroom. 


Micah pulled back and shook himself, even reaching down 
to 


readjust himself in his tight jeans. 


“Maybe changing into robes is a bad idea. | think we’d 
better 


stay fully dressed if we’re going to get anything done. Come 
on, 


help me be strong,” Micah pleaded, needing help to keep to 
the 


plan of work first. 
“Okay, let’s at least sit here on this couch and spread the 


papers over the table. What were you planning for first thing 


tomorrow?” 
That was what Micah needed. Thank God, Able had agreed 


to pull back, because Micah had been ready to head straight 
for 


the bed there for a minute. He pulled the file he’d been 
reading 


over and showed Able a notation that Townsend had made. 


There were a lot of shorthand notes in the files; 
abbreviations 
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that didn’t mean anything to Micah, numbers, dates, and 
names 


with question marks. A lot of the time he wasn’t sure what 
he 


was reading. 
“See here where he notes that the people in this case had 


tried to see if there had been foul play, but the police hadn’t 
paid 

them much attention. That was in a small town a few 
counties 

over. You think maybe the authorities had been bought off, 
paid 


to look the other way and not investigate fully?” Micah 
asked, 


showing Able the section he was talking about. 
“That might be a good place to start. Let’s contact these 


people and see what they were thinking and why. You were 
also 


going to check with the Donaldson's, wasn’t it, about why 
they 


sold out?” Able asked. 
“Yeah. l'Il check around in the morning and see what | can 
find out about why they left so quickly. There are a couple of 


older folks around here who might know. Small town, you 
know, 


there’s always someone who knows everybody’s business. 
That’s 


two for me, what have you got?” 
“I’m going to have Buddy Lester, a P.I. friend of mine, check 


on what happened to Ms. Daniels and see if he can find 
anything 


out about her work history. Maybe she works directly with 
Friedkin or someone else at GV. Global Vistas, huh? What did 


the guy who came here say he wanted the property for? Did 
he 


tell you or just express an interest?” Able rubbed his chin as 
he 


asked, and Micah wondered if he was thinking about 
shaving. 


“Uh, he just got started talking about having an interest in 
buying property in the area and | cut him off. | wish now I'd 


listened so l’d have more information about it. He was 
sputtering 


something as he got back in the car about lost opportunities 
and 


lots of money.” Micah shook his head, his voice disgusted as 
he 


continued, “People like that think that money is the only 
thing 


of value in the world. Ted and Lizbet did not want this place 
sold 


and it won't be. Even if | didn’t love it so much, I’d never go 


against the wishes of the only two people who ever showed 
me 


unconditional love and acceptance when | needed it.” 
“She loved you so much, Micah. She talked about you often 
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and was proud of how you ran the ranch. She said you’d 
continued 


with their tradition of helping others. | didn’t know exactly 
what 


she meant, but now I do. Never doubt that she thought very 


highly of you and your work here.” Able put his hand on 
Micah’s 


Shoulder, rubbing it a little, as if Knowing talk of Lizbet 
would 


hurt Micah. 
“I know she loved me. | just can’t believe she didn’t tell me 


that she felt threatened by this man. I’ve never gone off and 
hurt 


someone in anger or lost my cool in crisis situations. I’d 
have 


made damn sure she was Safe, though.” Micah pressed his 
fingers 


to his eyes, trying to rub out guilt and pain at the mental 
picture 


of someone putting a pillow over Lizbet’s face and her 
fighting 


for her life. 
“I’m so sorry | didn’t do more. | wasn’t aware of the whole 


situation. She wouldn’t want you to blame yourself. | truly 
think 


she was going to tell you. I’m not sure of the time line 
between 


when she got scared and when she wrote to you, to me, to 


Townsend. The only thing we can do now is find out who 
killed 


her and shut this operation down before someone else loses 
their 


life in the name of greed.” Able said, anger clear in his 
voice. 


Micah had no doubt that Able had been close to Lizbet in 
the 


short time he knew her. 
“Okay, maudlin time over. I’ve got my plans for the morning 


and what else are you doing?” Micah sat up straighter and 
looked 


over at Able, silently thanking him for his compassion. 
“We've got good starting plans for the morning. We can look 


at this again when we get that done tomorrow. Maybe some 
of it 


will make more sense then. How about putting it aside for 
now 


for more enjoyable plans?” Able was already closing his file 
and 


putting the notes he’d made on top of it. 


Micah did the same and stood, reaching down to pull Able 
up 


to stand with him. Keeping hold of Able’s hand, Micah drew 
him 


into the bedroom. He planted a quick kiss onto Able’s lips 
before 


he let him go. In a very short time they stood together, 
naked and 


obviously both eager to start the pleasurable portion of the 
night. 


As one, they turned and headed into the bathroom. They 
took 
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turns at the toilet and the sink, cleaning up and brushing 
their 


teeth. While Micah moved to start the shower, Able removed 


condoms and lube from the small case he’d brought in with 
him 


and, stopping to grab a couple of wash cloths, took them to 
the 


table by the bed. He rejoined Micah to step into the shower 
with 


him. 
“Oh, that feels good. You gonna wash my back?” Able asked, 
looking over his shoulder at Micah. 


“PIL wash anything you want me to, but l'Il start with your 


back,” Micah said, lathering his hands with soap and putting 
them onto Able’s strong back. As much as he wanted inside 


Able right now, he took his time and washed the man in 
front 


of him completely. He left not a single spot on Able 
untouched 


with eager soapy hands followed by hungry lips. He grabbed 
the 


Shampoo and enjoyed washing Able’s thick blond hair; the 
long 


strands felt good between his fingers. He rinsed it well, then 
took 


Able’s face in his hands and kissed him before asking, “Want 
a 


shave?” 
Able’s eyes widened and he shivered before nodding slowly, 


leaning in to kiss Micah with passion. Micah got the idea 
that 


him shaving Able turned the man on. Grabbing the gel he 
used, 


he held it up and Able nodded that it was fine. Taking great 
care 


and standing very close, Micah lathered Able’s cheeks, chin, 
and 


neck. He looked at Able and found that his eyes were closed 
as 


he stood, totally trusting, waiting. 
Micah didn’t hesitate, but took the razor and started in, 


standing with the shower pounding on his back. He used 
one 


hand to tilt and turn Able’s head, and smooth the skin he 
grazed. 


Soon, Able’s face was smooth and fragrant and Micah could 
feel 


how much the procedure had excited Able. Putting the razor 


back on the shelf, he pulled Able tightly to him and kissed 
the 


man senseless as their cocks ground against each other. 


Able grabbed the soap and lathered his hand before 
reaching 


between them to grasp both cocks. He began to stroke 
them, 


holding them tightly together as he pumped. Micah gasped 
as 


he felt his balls draw up and he knew he was about to come 
all 
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over Able. 


“God, that’s good. Coming, Able. Hot, honey.” Micah jerked 


as streams of come covered Able’s hand and then he felt 
more 


heat as Able followed him. 
“Now it’s my turn. By the time I’m finished with you, we'll 
be clean and ready for round two, which | hope we'll take to 


the bed,” Able murmured against Micah’s neck. Micah 
nodded, 


liking the plan, but not really ready to move too far from 
where 


he rested against Able. 
Soon, though, Able turned them and he took his time doing 


everything that Micah had done to him. Covering Micah’s 
tall 


frame with soapy hands, Able lingered here and there, 
making 


Micah gasp and moan. He shampooed Micah’s hair and 
rinsed it, 


watching as the treatment made Micah lean into him. Able 
reached 


for the shaving gel and covered Micah’s face with it, smiling 
as 


Micah sighed, trusting him. It was very intimate, shaving 
someone 


else, Micah thought, as Able took great care and soon 
Micah’s 


face was smooth and soft. Able stepped aside and let Micah 
stand 


directly under the showerhead to rinse completely. 


They stepped out of the shower together and grabbed big 
bath 


sheets to hurry the drying process because, as Able had 
predicted, 


they were thick and heavy, excited and ready for another 
round 


of lovemaking, this one more complete and thankfully, 
Micah 


thought, horizontal. 
Micah stood by the bed and reached out for Able’s hand. 
Taking it, Micah pulled Able to him, pressing their bodies 


together, head to toe. It never failed to amaze him how 
good it 


felt to hold Able’s naked body in his arms. 
“I can’t get over how good it feels to hold you,” he admitted 
against the skin of Able’s shoulder. 


“The feeling, both physically and mentally, is mutual. | feel 


like everything is right with the world when we're close like 
this. 


| know it’s not. | know there are things that are so wrong 
and 


things we need to face, but | feel better facing them 
together. 


But when we're holding each other like this, it all goes away. 
It’s 
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good, Micah.” 


“It is. I loved taking your very tight ass last night, but 
tonight | 


was wondering if you'd like to take over, have your turn at 
mine.” 


Micah asked, pulling back to look at Able to see his 
expression 


at the offer. 


“God, feel that response? Yeah, I’d love it. l'II be careful 
since 


| know it’s been a while for you, too. We’re such players, you 
and 


|.” Able laughed at the thought. “I’m glad, though, that 
we're 


both, | don’t know, selective is the word, | guess. This 
means a lot 


to me, it’s not just fucking to get off. I’ve never gotten into 
that 


scene. | always wanted to feel like this when I was getting 
ready 


to make love. Not just horny, though God knows l'm that, 
but | 


feel like we’re building something, something good.” 
“You're better with words than | am, but I feel the same way. 
Come on, I’m all yours, Able.” Micah got onto the bed after 


pushing the covers out of the way. He opened his arms and 
Able 


just fell into them, landing with a grunt onto Micah, who 
echoed 


the noise with an added laugh. 
“Graceful much?” he asked, laughing again at Able’s red 
face. 


“Just eager, very much. Shut up, now,” Able said, then 
stopped 


for a second and looked at Micah before saying, “No, don’t. 
It’s 

great to laugh and enjoy being together. | can’t think of 
anything 


worse than doing this with no words or humor or feeling. | 
like 


r 


that there is such enjoyment between us. Let me show you.’ 
“Show me.” Micah could hear how husky his voice had 
become. 

Able’s face was close to his and Micah leaned up just a little 
and kissed him gently. Able participated in the kiss for a few 


moments before he pulled back and with a grin, pushed 
Micah 


onto his back again and crouched over him. 

“So, are you ticklish?” Able asked, an absolutely evil grin on 
his face. 

“No.” 
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“Really?” Able looked so disappointed that Micah laughed 


again. “Seriously, l'm not. | don’t know why, but I’m just not. 
Are 


you?” he asked, thinking this might be fun. 


“Yes, but this is my show tonight. Remember?” Able 
sounded 


relieved, like he had a temporary reprieve. 


“Okay, but I’m not forgetting. l'II file it away for future use,” 


Micah promised, smiling up into Able’s eyes, really liking the 
way 


they looked when Able was happy this way. The green 
deepened 


and Micah found them intriguing. 


Very slowly, Able leaned down until his face was pressed 
into 


Micah’s neck. Micah felt Able’s lips open and his tongue 
made a 


soft wet swipe right up to the spot behind his ear. He 
couldn’t 


help the shiver that caused. Micah made a soft sound as 
Able’s 


lips came down and he took his time kissing, licking, nipping 


and every once in a while sucking on the skin all over 
Micah’s 


shoulders, neck, and chest. Right above his right nipple, 
Able 


sucked up a mark that had Micah groaning and clutching the 


sheets. His cock twitched against Able’s thigh and he looked 
up 


at Able when he pulled back. 


“I'd say you like that. It looks good on you.” Able’s voice 
was 


husky now. 
“What about you? Do you like,” Micah stopped and almost 


stuttered when Able bent to lick across the slightly stinging 
mark, 


“uh, do you like that, too?” 
“Uh-huh. | do, or | would with you doing it. | wouldn’t want 


just anyone marking me, but your mouth sucking on me, 
leaving 


a mark to remind me of you every time | feel it, yeah, I'd like 


that.” Able leaned to kiss the mark softly, causing Micah to 
hum 


with pleasure. 


“I have to say, | hate the circumstances, but I’m so glad | 
met 


you. Come on now, make love to me.” Micah pulled Able to 
him 


and swiped his tongue across Able’s mouth, seeking 
entrance, 


which was granted. 


Micah opened up and when Able’s tongue came in, he 
sucked 


on it, slid his own tongue around it, and then followed it 
back 
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into Able’s mouth. Bringing up both hands, Micah held 
Able’s 


face as they continued the kiss. He stroked his fingers over 
the 


smooth cheeks and then into the damp strands that were 
getting 


lighter as they dried slowly. Able’s hair was soft and clung to 


Micah’s fingers. He continued to caress Able as the kiss 
escalated 


into a depth of passion that was new and different for Micah. 
Of 


course he wasn’t a virgin, but he’d never felt like this before 
Able. 


The depth of the feelings this man brought out in him made 
his 


head spin. 
“Able, God, if you don’t hurry up, I’m going to come just 


from kissing you and l'II feel like a damn teenager who has 
no 


control at all.” Micah wasn’t even kidding. 
“Not about control, it’s about feelings.” With those words, 


Able reached down and took Micah’s cock in his hand. Micah 


jerked and pushed his hips upward, into Able’s tight grasp. 
Able 


looked right at him as he began to move his hand up and 
down, 


the tight circle of his grip giving Micah just the right 
sensation. 


In very short order, Micah was coming, shooting jets of 
pearly 


liquid onto Able’s hand and his own stomach. He shouted 
Able’s 


name and gasped as he shook hard. 
When Able brought his hand up to his mouth and licked his 


fingers, Micah growled deep in his throat. “Sexy, you’re so 
sexy. It 


just makes me want to hold onto you and never let go.” 


“Works for me, cowboy. Hold on all you want. Well, right 
now, 


I’ve got plans, but after I’m through with your great cowboy 
butt, 


you can hold me all night if you want. I’ve never really slept 
with 


people, but | like it with you.” Able started to move off 
Micah, 


reaching for the lube and condom he’d placed on the table. 


“What are you talking about my cowboy butt?” Micah looked 
at him, frowning. 


“Aw, come on,” Able said, grinning as he opened the 
condom 


wrapper, “you know what | mean. It must be all that riding 
you 


do, but you have the highest, tightest, roundest, and let me 
add, 


sexiest butt I’ve ever had the pleasure of watching, and | 
have 


been watching.” 
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“You're crazy,” Micah said, and hated the fact that he was 
blushing. 

“That’s me, crazy, sexy. You're calling me a lot of names 
tonight.” Able was now slathering his covered cock with lube 
and taking a bit more for his fingers. 

“How about | just call you mine?” 

Able jerked his head up and looked at Micah, searchingly. A 


big grin spread over his face and was reflected in his eyes, 
which 


lightened as Micah watched them. 


“Now,” Micah whispered, reaching down and grabbing 


behind his knees, pulling them up, spreading himself as Able 
had 


done the night before. If Able could show him that kind of 
trust, 


he could reciprocate, opening himself up to Able’s eyes, 
which 


showed his appreciation by changing color yet again, 
looking 


more intense. 
“You're the sexy, gorgeous one, Micah. God, you make me 


want.” Able moved up closer to Micah, placing his lubed 
fingers 


to the opening between Micah’s cheeks. Micah jerked at the 
first 


touch, but settled as Able crooned to him about how sexy he 
was 


and how tight and hot. Micah was expecting the sting and 
burn 


since it had been so long since he’d had any kind of sex, 
and he’d 


not bottomed all that much. It wasn’t just anyone that he 
would 


allow there. With Able, he didn’t hesitate. 


Micah moved, helping, as Able took his time stretching the 


tight hole that would soon be breached by something much 
larger 


than the fingers that were now moving in and out. Able 
twisted 


his finger up and curled it, hitting Micah’s prostate. Micah 
gasped, 


pushing back, wanting more of that feeling. Able complied 
with 


those unspoken desires by moving back again and again to 
that 


sensitive spot. Able was up to three fingers and Micah felt 
like he 


was going to die if Able didn’t take him soon. 

“Please, Able, enough. | want to feel your cock in me. Take 
me.” 

Those seemed to be the magic words since Able drew his 
fingers out and stretched to reach for one of the wash cloths 
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on the table. After wiping his fingers he watched Micah’s 
face as 


he took hold of his hips and brought his cock to Micah’s 
hole, 


pushing in slowly. He kept his eyes on Micah’s, clearly 
watching 


for signs of pain. Micah was determined not to show any 
evidence 


of distress. Once the large knob on the end of Able’s cock 
made 


it through that tight ring of muscle, Micah couldn’t help the 
gasp 


and slight flinch. Damnit. 
“Okay?” Able asked, holding himself very still. 
Micah nodded, not wanting Able to stop, but glad that Able 


was giving him a little time to adjust. He tried to relax, 
pushing 


against Able a little, encouraging further movement. Able 
took it 


very slowly, advancing only a little at a time before easing 
back 


out a bit. Able was sweating by the time he was fully inside 
Micah. 


Through it all, he’d never quit looking at Micah, gauging his 


response. Once Able was fully seated, Micah smiled, letting 
him 


know that it was okay to go on. He had really wondered if 
he’d 


be able to take it, but it was getting better. 
“It’s okay. Burned like hell at first, but it’s okay now. Take it 


easy at first, okay?” Micah was glad that he was able to ask 
that, 


that he felt comfortable enough to say what he needed. 
“Sure. | would never want to hurt you. I’ve never felt so 


much for someone before. I'll wait until you’re ready,” Able 
said, 


stroking Micah’s legs, his hips, even moving one around and 


teasing the sensitive skin where his legs met his groin. 
Micah 


Shivered and his hips moved a little. Just that little 
movement sent 


sensations coursing through him. Suddenly, the pain was 
easing 


and he wanted to feel more. 


“Okay, it’s not hurting now. It’s just a nice ache. | want to 
feel 


you. Come on, Able.” 
With those words of encouragement, Able pulled almost all 


the way out and then eased back in completely. Micah 
groaned 


out the words, “Yeah, more.” From then on, Able began to 


thrust in and out, over and over. He seemed unable to take 
his 


eyes off Micah’s, which was fine since Micah enjoyed 
watching 


the feelings wash across Able’s face. Micah saw joy and 
passion, 


concern and excitement as Able’s thrusts became stronger 
and 
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faster and Micah was able to take it all. 


“Able, please, harder now. | want to feel you tomorrow. 
Touch 


my cock. God, this feeling, it’s so big, so huge. | want more,” 


Micah fleetingly thought he sounded like he was begging, 
but 


he couldn’t bring himself to care, as long as Able listened 
and 


gave him what he so desperately needed. The intensity of 
what 


Micah was feeling, the rolling waves of aching sensations 
that 


filled his whole lower body brought him nearly to the edge. 
While 


the top part of his body was filled with emotions ranging 
from 


excitement to tenderness at the way Able looked while 
taking 


him. 
Suddenly Able gasped and with a long groan, Micah felt 


Able’s cock jerk inside and he could feel the heat as the 
condom 


was filled. Able thrust one last time and held still as 
shudders 


racked his body. Seeing and feeling Able’s orgasm brought 
on 


Micah’s and he came again, his cock filling Able’s hand. 
Micah 


reached up for Able, wanting to hold him. Letting his legs 
go, he 


took Able into his arms, holding still as Able grasped the 
base of 


the condom and eased out of Micah. Able tied the condom 
off 


and dropped it into the waste can and grabbed the other 
cloth. 


He bent to drop a quick kiss on Micah’s mouth. 
“Just a minute, hon. Let me clean us up a little and | would 


love to be held by you. My God, that was the most fantastic 
sex 


I’ve ever had in my life. Everything is different with you, 
Micah.” 


Suiting action to words, he got them cleaned up and settled 
into 


Micah’s waiting arms. 


Micah kissed Able gently, sliding his tongue into Able’s 
mouth, 


then licking along his lips, soft, tender kisses that made 
Micah 


sigh as Able answered in the same manner. 


“Mmm, God that’s nice. | Know we have a lot to face 
tomorrow, 


but right now put me down as one of the happiest men on 
earth. 


With you, | have such a feeling of ‘this can only get better.’ 
Do 


you know what | mean? | want to know everything about 
you. | 


want you to show me this ranch and what you do here so 
when 


l'm away from you I can picture you working. | want to meet 


the other men and hear what they have to say about the 
boss. | 
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like you, Micah Stone. | have a feeling that’s going to grow 
into 


something bigger and better. Am | scaring you?” Able said, 
after 


that big speech. 


“Not at all. | feel the same way. I’d love to show you the 
ranch 


and introduce you to everyone. Get ready for some teasing. 
Some 


of them won't be able to resist, but they’re good guys. And 
as 


for the feelings, you’re not alone at all. | want them to grow 
into 


more. I’m ready to see where this goes.” Micah settled Able 
into 


his arms, fitting them together as they got comfortable. 
“Right 


now, let’s go to sleep so we can face whatever tomorrow 
brings. 


We'll be stronger for going through it together.” 
Micah woke up once during the night to find Able snuggled 
against him. He let the feeling of rightness settle into him as 


he moved just a little to take pressure off his arm. Not 
wanting 


to wake Able or make him move away, he was soon situated 


comfortably again. Micah liked sleeping with Able in his 
arms. 


He loved the smell of the man, the feeling of Able’s large 
strong 


body against him. Able was a very quiet sleeper, but Micah 
wouldn’t have cared if he’d snored like a bear. Able had said 


it earlier. Things just felt right when they were in each 
other’s 


arms. 
Micah gave a fleeting thought for the speed of it all. How 
could he feel this much for someone he’d met only two days 


ago? God, was that right, only two days? It didn’t seem 
possible. 


He felt like Able knew him, and he was beginning to know 
Able 


in a way that he’d never known another. Giving into a 
sudden 


urge, Micah leaned over to plant a soft kiss on Able’s mouth. 


Able didn’t wake up, but his lips pursed a little and Micah 
heard 


a soft hum as if of approval. He pulled away rather than 
waking 


the man completely, but he smiled at how even in his sleep, 
Able 


accepted his caress. Soon, he was drifting off himself. 
The house phone on his bedside table woke him at about 


five-thirty, which was later than he usually slept, but it was 
special 


circumstances. Micah didn’t know if Momm was up and 
already 


in the kitchen, but he reached over to grab it on the second 
ring. 
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“Micah Stone.” 
“Oh, thank God. This is Anthony Kenton. I’m looking for 


my brother, Able. Is he there? This is very important.” The 
voice 


on the phone sounded frantic. 
“Yeah, just a second,” Micah said and covered the phone, 


turning to Able, who was just sitting up, looking at Micah 
with a 


question in his sleepy eyes. 
“It’s your brother, Anthony. Says it’s important. Here,” Micah 


said, handing the phone over to Able. 


“Yeah, Anthony? Hey, what’s up?” Able asked, rubbing his 
hand over his face and up through his hair. 
“Shit! No way. Are you okay? You’re not still there, are you? 


Get the hell out right now. Don’t take any chances. Wait, 
what? 


Oh, no! Barney?” Able’s eyes were on Micah’s face, stricken 
with 


pain and fear. Micah watched him take a deep breath and 
ask the 


next question. 
“Is he dead?” Able sighed, deeply, before going on. “No? 


Thank God. Are you sure he’s going to be okay? I'll be there 
as 


soon as | can. Who, | mean, where is he? Oh, Dad. But Dad’s 


got to open the, okay, yeah, | know. What about the police? 
Have 


you called them?” 
Micah was going out of his mind wondering what in the hell 


was going on, but was not going to interrupt Able while he 
was 


gathering information. 


“Call them right now. Tell them l'Il be there and you make 


sure you're Safe. I’d rather lose the whole thing than have 


anything happen to you. | know, | know. Thanks, Anthony. 
Yeah, 


I'll see you soon. Be careful. Oh, ask for Officer Lambert or 
uh, 


Cameron, no Cambridge. They'll recognize my name. l'II tell 
you 


when I see you. Go on, now, call them.” 
Able stopped and looked at Micah when Micah touched his 
arm to say quietly, “About two hours.” 


“Micah says we can be there in about two hours or so. I'll 
feel 


better when the police are there with you. You stay safe. 
Later, 
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Anthony.” Able handed the phone to Micah and he looked 
like 


he was in shock. 
Micah hung up the phone and reached for Able, who drew 


back, saying, “No, no time. I’ve got to go. | have to go back. 
Lage 


he trailed off, just looking at Micah for a moment, lost. 


“A few minutes won’t matter. Come here and tell me what 


happened.” Micah was not taking no for an answer. He drew 


Able to him and held him tightly. He could feel Able shaking 
and 


taking deep breaths as if to steady himself. Micah waited. 


“Someone broke into my place. They shot...they shot 
Barney! 


Shot him, Micah. Anthony says the place is trashed. 
Barney’s at 


the vet. Dad came over and took him and Anthony is 
staying 


there until | can get back. Andrew is opening for Dad at the 


restaurant. What have we gotten into? Why would they 
wreck 


my loft?” Able looked at Micah as if he could really answer 
the 


questions. 
“Okay. I’m going to call down to Momm. He'll get a quick 


breakfast ready. l'Il have Batman ready to take us to the 
plane. 


I'll have you there in no time. We'll figure it out. | don’t know 


why they’d go after your place. My guess is it’s still 
connected to 


them following us out of the police station. They must think 
we 


have something, like files, maybe. I’m going to arrange for 
more 


security here while I’m gone.” 

“Maybe you shouldn’t leave? | can...” 

“|I believe the last thing | said last night was that we’d be 
stronger for going through whatever came together. | didn’t 


know that the whatever would come so soon, but we come 
asa 


pair now, so let’s get at it. You okay now?” Micah was still 
holding 


Able tightly, his hands rubbing up and down Able’s back and 
trying to calm him down. 
“Yes. I’m fine. | hadn’t even unpacked really. l'Il just gather 


my stuff and be ready to go as soon as | get dressed.” Able 
said. 


“Batman will have to get the plane ready, so we have time 
to 


eat something and plan for the ranch a little. I think I'll leave 
the 


files here. We’ve gone over them and we each have our 
notes 
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on what we want to work on. Let’s have Bobby Jaye go over 


them and see if he can find anything we missed. It'll give 
him 


something to do since | still think he needs to stay inside. 
I’m 


going to have Batman and Ronnie move into the house and 
let 


Jack take over the outside. Let’s go get this started.” 
Micah climbed out of the bed and drew Able with him. When 


they stood together, Micah drew him close once more and 
held 


him for a moment, just one calm moment before this next 
crisis 


took over. 
“Thank you, Micah.” 
“It’s okay, hon. Now, what about Barney? How badly is he 


hurt?” Micah turned and they talked as they both headed for 
the 


shower. This morning the shower was quick and not nearly 
as fun 


as the one last night. They both gathered their belongings 
and 


took them downstairs. 


Micah called Batman on his cell and gave the orders for the 


morning’s plane trip. When they reached the bottom of the 
stairs, 


Micah could smell coffee and bacon and knew Momm was 
being 


his usual capable self. Setting their bags by the door, they 
headed 


into the kitchen. Momm and Bobby Jaye were working 
together 


as if they’d been a team forever. Bobby Jaye was just 
finishing 


with the table and when they arrived, he set their plates 
down. 


“I knew when | heard the house phone that something was 


wrong. Batman would have called you on your cell if it was 
ranch 


business. What do you need me to do?” Momm got right 
down 


to business when it was called for. 


“Able’s place was broken into and whoever did it shot his 
dog. 


We're flying out as soon as Batman gets the plane ready. 
Bobby 


Jaye, I’m leaving the files with you here. I’d rather you 
stayed in 


the house like we talked about until we know what Rankin’s 
up to 


here. | want you to read over all the files, read all our notes, 
and 


make some of your own. See if you can find anything we 
missed. 


| gave Momm Able’s numbers and he can give both his and 
mine 


to you. We'll keep in touch to pass information back and 
forth.” 


Momm went right to Able and hugged him. “I’m so sorry this 
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happened. Will your dog be okay? That’s just awful.” 

“I don’t know, Momm. l'Il let you know when | find out. | 


don’t know how bad it all is, but Anthony sounded really 
freaked 


out and he’s the calm one. He’s planning to be a doctor. If 
he’s 


this upset, | don’t know what to expect.” Able looked like he 


was done with the shaking and now anger was setting in. 
Good, 


Micah thought. 


“I’m going to have Batman and Ronnie stay in the house 


until I’m back. Jack will take over outside. You need to be 
extra 


careful now. Let someone else go into town for anything you 


need. | don’t want to worry about you all. You stay safe. 
We'll be 


back when we get things taken care of and can get a little 
more 


information about this case.” Micah looked at both Momm 
and 


Bobby Jaye to make sure they were listening to him and 
would do 


as he asked. They both nodded. 
Micah complimented the two of them on the breakfast and 
noticed that Able wasn’t eating much. He saw Momm at the 


counter making some bacon-filled biscuits and had no doubt 
that 


they were for him and Able to take with them. As he’d 
thought, 


Momm set a sack with the biscuits beside a big thermos of 
coffee. 
“Thanks, Momm. That’s a good idea. We'll eat some on the 


way. We're both kind of in a hurry now. | appreciate you 
going 


to the trouble for us. If you need anything, tell Batman, and 
if 


there’s something out of the ordinary, you call me. We’re 
going 


now. | hear the truck so Batman must be ready to take us to 
the 


plane. We'll call you later today. Keep you cells on you all 
the time 


and keep them charged.” 
Micah had gotten used to being hugged by Momm. The 


smaller man was just a toucher by nature and after the first 
few 


times, Micah had just accepted it. He smiled now as he saw 
that 


Momm had added Able to his small list of people who 
earned a 


“goodbye and you take care now” hug. 
Soon they were in the air on the way back to Oklahoma City, 


neither knowing what they were flying into, but both 
prepared to 


handle whatever necessary. 
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“Pour me some of that coffee and give me a biscuit. You 


take some, too, or l'Il tell Momm on you.” Micah told Able 
when 


they’d gotten off safely. 
“Okay. | don’t want you telling on me,” Able smiled for Micah 


as he worked on the requested task. “So, you think this has 
to do 


with the files? They probably got the license plate number 
when 


they were behind us. If they’re any good at all, they could 
find 


out that you rented it. They could have doubled back like we 
did 


and followed us to my place. But if that’s the case, why not 
try 


something then? Hell, this is just crazy.” 

“Because there were two able-bodied men, no pun intended, 
there last night. It was easier to watch us and go in when we 
left. They wanted to see if you had any information there. If 


what we think is true, Ms. Daniels may have told them that 
you 


gave Townsend information. That’s another way that you 
would 


be involved in this. | don’t think she knows he sent Bobby 
Jaye 


to the ranch, but she might put it together if she remembers 


us saying what he said before he died. The initials might 
mean 


something to her since she knows all about it, l'm betting. 
Damn, 


I'd like to find her and ask her a few questions.” Micah said, 
munching on a biscuit. 
After a few bites, he passed it over to Able, who'd already 


finished one. Micah had eaten a little more at breakfast, so 
he 


wanted Able to finish his. Able didn’t argue, but finished it 
off, 


washing it down with the coffee. 

“Thanks, man. I’ve got a feeling it will be a while before | eat 
again. I’m imagining the worst. Poor Barney.” 

“We'll handle it. Don’t you worry. Whatever it is.” Micah 


reached across with his open hand, nodding when Able took 
it 


and held on for a few minutes. 


They were, indeed, stronger for being together. 


ChaPteR Six 


When they arrived at Able’s warehouse in another rented 


Lexus, they weren’t surprised to see two police cars waiting 
in 


front. The big door was up and an officer was just walking 
out to 


one of the cars. Micah and Able hurried out of their car, 
locked it 


securely, and rushed inside. When the officer tried to stop 
them, 


Able just yelled at him, “My place, man.” 


The officer shook his head and let them pass. As soon as 
they 


got to the bottom of the stairs, Able yelled for his brother. 
“Anthony! Anthony, are you here? Are you okay?” 
Both men took the stairs as fast as they could, Micah feeling 


Able’s urgency to see that his brother was okay. Before they 
got 


to the top, a man, who could only be Anthony, appeared at 
the 


door of the loft with his arms up in a “slow down” gesture. 


Micah decided that, having seen them all now, the three 
Kenton 


brothers were good looking men. 

“Hey. I’m fine. | told you. Wait, Able, wait. Don’t go in just 
yet. | need to tell you—it’s, well, there’s...” Anthony stopped 
talking and looked at Micah as if for help. 

“I think he’s trying to prepare you for what you’re going to 


see. I’m Micah Stone,” Micah said, holding out his hand to 
Able’s 


brother. They shook and Micah suggested, “Tell him quick. 
He’s 


freaking out not knowing.” 
Anthony nodded his understanding and said, “Able, Barney 
was Shot in the kitchen. There’s a lot of blood, but Dad has 


already called and he’s going to be okay. | just didn’t want 
you 


to go ballistic when you saw it. The rest of the place is 
pretty 


much trashed, too. They must have been looking for 
something 


and must have been pissed when they didn’t find it or 
something, 


because they did a lot of useless vandalism.” 


“Okay. You prepared me. Get out of the way and let me 


in, and...thanks, Anthony, really. | can’t even think about 
what 
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would have happened if you’d been here or if you’d come in 


while they were here. Jesus. Come on, Micah.” In a gesture 
that 


Micah was sure he wasn’t even aware of, Able held out his 
hand 


for Micah to take as he stepped inside his ruined kitchen. 
Micah 


held on, hoping to provide as much strength as possible. 
“Oh, holy God.” Able’s beautiful loft, his gorgeous home 


was a shambles. Dishes, vases, pretty much anything 
breakable, 


was broken and on the floor. There was blood everywhere, 
so it 

looked like Barney hadn’t gone down easy. Micah tightened 
his 

hand on Able’s, trying to impart some strength. Micah 
looked 


toward the back and saw that the two huge prints that had 
graced 


the wall in the sitting room of Able’s suite were down, the 
frames 


and glass broken and the pictures torn. 
For a few moments Able stood still, head swiveling, taking 
it all in. Micah tried to look at it through Able’s perspective. 


The structure was fine. They hadn’t made holes in the wall 
or 


anything; it was all superficial, but it was pretty complete. 
Things 


were pulled out of the cabinets in the kitchen and dining 
room 


and strewn all over the floor. Pictures that had lined the 
hallway 


were broken. 
When Able started forward, the two officers they’d seen at 


Bill Townsend’s office came down the hall from Able’s rooms 
in 


the back. Micah squeezed Able’s hand and let it go. 
“Mr. Kenton, we’re sorry about all this. Someone really did 


a number on this place. It looks like it was pretty nice 
before. | 


know it looks bad with the blood everywhere, but | hear that 
your 


dog is going to be okay. We already got pictures to 
document 


everything. You need to see if anything is missing. Hello, 
again, 


Mr. Stone, isn’t it?” Officer Lambert said, stepping forward to 
take Micah’s hand. 

“Yes, Micah. Do you think you can get fingerprints or 
anything to tell you who did this? Although, I bet they were 
wearing gloves.” 

“You think this is connected to Mr. Townsend’s death? And, 

it sounds like you think this might be professionals?” Officer 
Cambridge chimed in. 
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“We were followed when we left the station day before 


yesterday. | was driving and realized it, so we stopped and 
made 


a driver switch. Able knows the area better and managed to 
get 


around behind them. We didn’t get close enough to get a 
license 


plate number, but there were two men in a black SUV. They 
could 


have seen us behind them and doubled back just like we did 
and 


seen where Able lives. We have a few ideas and we’d like to 
talk 


to you about them.” Micah said. 


He wasn’t sure if now was the time to do that or if they 
should 


go through the loft with Able and then check on Barney. It 
was a 


pretty daunting situation. He decided to just ask. 
“|I need to know what you want to do, Able. Shall we check 
out the rest of the damage now if the officers can stay a few 


more minutes? Then we'll tell them our information and 
after 


that we'll go see Barney. How’s that sound for a game 
plan?” 


Micah would do whatever Able needed. 
“Yeah, yeah, that sounds good.” Able sounded like he would 


have agreed to peanut butter sandwiches and going to the 
ballet 


right now. Micah intensely disliked the lost sound in Able’s 
voice. 


They all walked through the whole place. Every room had 


been damaged, gone over thoroughly, trashed. The guest 


bedrooms had things taken off the walls and broken, 
spreads 


pulled off, mattresses turned up and off the beds, lying 
drunkenly 


across the frames. The worst damage was in Able’s suite. 
Micah 


already knew that the two beautiful prints were off the wall 
and 


he dreaded going in the bedroom and seeing Able’s favorite 
print 


down and broken. 
He stayed near Able as he walked through, looking at the 


devastation that was his home, his haven. Drawers were 
pulled 


out and emptied onto the floor. Books, magazines, and 
papers 


were thrown all over every surface. They’d even broken the 
big 


screen TV. Now that was just mean. It’s not like they were 
looking 


for files or papers on that big flat screen. 


“Things, it’s just things, Able. All of it can be replaced, even 


your pictures. They were prints and I’m sure you can get 
more 
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from the photographer. At least they weren’t paintings that 


couldn’t be recreated. Oh, | knew it.” Micah and Able had 
just 


gotten to the bedroom and seen the huge print torn into 
pieces 


amid the broken glass. Micah turned toward the bed and 
saw that 


the contents of the drawers by the bed were strewn 
everywhere 


as well. Condoms and lube were scattered among papers 
and 


other items. 
Figuring he might as well see it all, Micah headed for the 


bathroom and was pleasantly surprised. There wasn’t much 
for 


them to do there. Luckily they hadn’t broken the shower 
doors. 


They’d taken the towels and products from the large chest 
by 


the door, but they weren’t hurt. This would be the most 
easily 


cleaned room in the whole place. 
“Hey, it’s not so bad in here, Able. Small consolation, | know, 


but it’s something.” Micah was looking for any good news 
he 


could give Able. 


“Good. I’ve seen all | want to. Let’s go talk to the officers 
and 


let them go or at least find out what | should do next. Then | 


want to see Barney.” Able sounded, not defeated, but tired. 
Not 


hopeless, but resigned. Micah hated hearing him sound 
anything 


but strong and happy. 
“Let’s do it.” Micah agreed with the schedule. 
Anthony had trailed along with them and so they all headed 


to the sitting room, looking for places to sit. Micah and 
Anthony 


hurriedly cleared off a couple of the couches and chairs so 
they 


could all sit and share information. When everyone was 
settling, 


Micah made sure he was sitting close to Able on one of the 


couches. 


Micah began by telling them about the call he’d gotten from 


the ranch and how they’d left yesterday morning. He 
explained 


how when they’d met Bobby Jaye and found out about the 
three 


files, they’d figured out what the dying lawyer’s words 
meant. 


“So you have these files with you?” Officer Lambert asked. 
“No sir. | purposefully left them at the ranch.” Micah 
admitted. 
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Able then told the officers their theory that Ms. Daniels 
might 


just be working for either Global Vistas or, at least, for Omar 
Friedkin. He explained about Bobby Jaye recognizing Rankin 
as R.J. Daniels, Ms. Daniels’ son. Micah explained about him 


Snooping and them planning to watch him to see if he 
reported 


to anyone. That led them to disclosing as much as they 
knew 


about Global Vistas, Lizbet’s death, and the chain of events 


that led them to this point. By the time they were finished, 
both 


officers were shaking their heads. 

“You all have opened a can of worms, haven't you?” Officer 
Cambridge said. 

“No, sir. That can was opened for me when someone killed 


my mother, Lizbet Stone. | have her letter in which she 
states 


that she was afraid of a man named Omar Friedkin. | know 
that 


Global Vistas wants to buy the land that Stone Canyon 
Ranch 


is on and that will never happen. They have managed to 
buy 


property on both sides of it, but those ranches were 
nowhere 


near the size of mine. | do not go looking for trouble, but | 
will 


find out who killed my mother and no one is getting their 
hands 


on Stone Canyon.” 
“I understand, Mr. Stone, and I’m sorry for your loss,” 


Officer Lambert said, then turned to Able to say, “I can 
suggest a 


company, if you’re interested, Mr. Kenton, that can come in 
here 


and clean this mess up for you. They’re great with crime 
scenes. 


You would at least be rid of the mess and could get a better 
idea 


on how to go on from there. | know you have other things on 
your mind right now.” 

Able looked at Micah and Micah took that to mean he was 
asking for his opinion. 

“I think that’s a good idea. Look around and make sure 


there’s nothing private that you would be worried about and 
let 


someone else deal with this. Maybe Anthony can stay for a 
little 


while longer while we go check on Barney. Then we can deal 
with 


things a little better.” 
“Yeah, you're right. | don’t want to have to throw out 


everything I’ve worked so hard on for so long. I’d rather 
someone 
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else clear it out and I'll start over. lII need to call the 
insurance 


company, too. Officers, thank you so much for your help and 


your suggestions. If we find out anything else, we'll call 
you.” 


Able shook both officers’ hands. 


“Listen, you both need to be careful. It looks like we’re 
dealing 


with some powerful people here. If this company is as big as 


you say, and someone had gathered information that could 
bring 


them down, they might just be more dangerous than you 
realize. 


‘Course, anyone who would shoot a man’s dog is just trash 
as far 


as I’m concerned.” Officer Lambert said, shaking his head as 
he 


left. 
“| couldn’t agree more.” Able said. 


The officers left and Micah called the cleaning company 
while 


Able called his insurance company, and Anthony called their 
dad 


for an update on Barney. They finished at about the same 
time. 


“Dad says Barney is doing great, but they want to keep him 


for a few days. He was shot in the right haunch and once 
across 


the back of his neck. He probably scared the shit out of 
them 


when they broke in here,” Anthony said with a chuckle, now 
that 


they knew Barney would be okay. 
“The adjuster said he’d come over at three this afternoon. 
They have a file with pictures of the whole place right after | 


finished it. They don’t have to see the mess as it is now, I'll 
go 


through with my digital and take pictures of it for them.” 
Able 


Said. 
“Why don’t you let me do that?” Anthony asked. 
“Fine. That’d be great.” 


Micah spoke up with his information. “The cleaning 
company 


said you were lucky and caught them on a slow day. | don’t 
even 


want to know what that means, but they can be here in 
about 


an hour. They bring their own dumpster and take it all away 
and 


everything. They'll take it all out and clean the place like 
new.” 


“Great. That’s great,” Able said, his face pale as he realized 
his 


dream home was about to be gutted. 
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“I’m so sorry, Able. | still feel sort of responsible. If it weren’t 
for Stone Canyon, be it me or Lizbet, you wouldn’t be in this 


mess.” Micah hated feeling that way, but he also hated 
seeing 


Able look so devastated. 

“I also wouldn’t know you at all, so it’s worth it to me.” 
Anthony couldn’t let that one go. “Woohoo! Able’s finally 
caught. Congratulations, Micah. | was beginning to wonder if 


he’d ever find someone who'd realize how great he is. Way 
to go, 


brother.” Anthony slapped Able on the back as he headed 
over 


to the dining room. 


“What are you looking for?” Able said, when Anthony 
started 


looking through the mess. 


“I thought | was supposed to be taking pictures.” 
“Oh, yeah. My camera’s in my bag down in the car. | was 


hoping to get some pictures of the ranch. Never even took it 
out 


of the suitcase.” Able stood, looking around. 
Micah said, “l'Il go down and get our bags.” 
“What for? We're certainly not staying here tonight. l'Il go 


get the camera out of my bag. We can get a hotel room for 
a 


couple of days until we figure some things out,” Able said, 
voice 


adamant. 
“Are you sure? We can make up the bed again and get some 


food in here after the cleaning crew gets done. Well, maybe 
it'll 


take them a couple of days, | don’t know. We'll see. | don’t 
mind 


roughing it with you if you want to stay here. It’s your home, 


Able. | can see wanting to stay here and protect it, though | 
doubt 


they'll be back. Obviously they didn’t find what they 
wanted. Why 


come back?” Micah didn’t want the answer to that but he 
got it 


anyway. 
“To beat the information out of us?” Able suggested, as he 
turned and headed for the stairs. 

Micah looked at Anthony and Able’s brother pointed to 

the door, telling Micah without words to go after Able. Micah 


would have anyway. He caught up with Able at the bottom 
of 


the steps. 
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“Hey.” 

Able stopped and just stood in the darker area between the 
stairs on the left side and the big door in the middle of the 
building. Micah stepped up to Able and, turning him around, 


took him into his arms. Able’s head fell to Micah’s shoulder 
and 


he shuddered. 
“It’s worse than | even imagined. | know it’s only stuff, but | 


feel so, | don’t know, violated sounds so dramatic and 
hysterical. | 


just hate that they tore up all the beautiful things that | took 
such 


joy in finding and setting up. l'Il stop whining now.” 


“It’s not whining. | feel horrible about it all. But, | promise 
you 


this. l'II help you get it all back together and | bet your 
family will 


help, too. l'Il get to meet this photographer and we'll offer 
him an 


all expenses paid trip to the ranch as an incentive to redo all 
the 


prints for you quickly. Listen, they broke things and tore 
stuff up, 


but your furniture is still all intact. It’s all the extra things. 
We'll 


look at it like an adventure. We'll recreate the things you 
want and 


find new things, too, together. I'd like to do that with you. 
What 


do you say?” Micah knew he was reaching and sounded like 
a 


Pollyanna character, but he was trying to make Able feel 
better. 


“ld like to do that with you. Then you'll have a vested 
interest 


in coming back here often to stay.” Able lifted his head to 
look at 


Micah as he said that. 


“You're my vested interest. But it will be fun to shop with 
you 


and set up a house together. We’re lucky. We have two great 
places 


and the ability to go back and forth between the two. Come 
on, 


let’s get the camera and get started. First, though, let me 
see if | 


can make you feel just a little better.” 
With that, Micah swooped in and took Able’s mouth in a 


fierce kiss. Able met it with equal passion and need. In that 
quiet 


corner, they gave back and forth to each other. Micah was 
eating 


at Able’s lips like he hadn’t had that extra biscuit this 
morning. He 


licked and nibbled until Able opened and then Micah was 
inside, 

tangling his tongue with Able’s. Able groaned and pressed 
against 


Micah, beginning to rock his hips back and forth, pushing 
their 


cocks together. It was neither the time nor the place, but it 
did 
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seem to be necessary and just what Able needed right then. 
Micah knew one of them had to call a halt to this interlude, 


but he hated to be the one to do it. He eased back a little 
and 


put his hand in Able’s hair, pushing Able’s head to his 
shoulder 


as they calmed their breathing. Their heaving stomachs 
were 


pressed tightly together, as they tried to calm down. 
“You somehow manage to give me just what | need. Thank 


you, Micah. Let’s do this.” Able stepped back and Micah let 
his 


hand trail down Able’s back to settle on his hip. 


“Okay, but | have a date later tonight with what I’m giving 
up 


right now.” Micah leaned and took one more quick kiss 
before 


letting Able go and following him out to the car. 


Industrial Strength Cleaning arrived, looked around, and 


promised they’d have it done by five that afternoon. There 
were 


five of them in a van and the manager said that three more 
were 


coming with the truck that would haul the dumpster. 
Anthony 


agreed to stay until Micah and Able returned from the vet’s 
office. 


So they headed out to see about Barney. 


This time they were taking Able’s SUV. Micah was glad to 
see 


that Able drove a big white Suburban. There was plenty of 
room 


for Barney, he was told. He was just glad there was plenty of 
leg 


room. 
“So, what are you thinking about for later? Do you want to 


get a room or stay at your place? I’m with you whichever 
you 


choose.” Micah didn’t want to sway Able’s decision either 
way, 


but he personally would want to be at his home rather than 
a 


hotel. If the company got it cleaned, they could stay there, 
easy. 


“| heard what you said earlier and | think I’d like to stay at 
the 


loft. We'll stop and get some groceries to cover us fora 
couple 


of days before we go back. We can always go out or even 
order 


in. It’s just going to feel funny without any of my stuff 
there.” 


Able was paying very close attention to the traffic as he 
drove to 


the vet’s office. 
“Well, depending on time, maybe we could call and see if 


that photographer is in and stop by his place. We'll tell him 
what 
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happened, reorder those prints, and | can look around. I'll 
get 


my chance to entice him out to the ranch and you'll get to 
feel 


like you're on the way to putting things back together. 
Would 


that work?” Micah hoped so. It would be nice to find 
something 


positive for them to do this afternoon. 


“We can do that. I’ve got his number in my phone. His name 
is Thomas Young. Here, you take it and find his number. Call 


him, introduce yourself, tell him what happened, and see if 
we 


can come by this afternoon, say about four.” Able handed 
Micah 


his cell and Micah started scrolling through the numbers. 
Micah did as directed and got them an appointment at four 
as Able had hoped. Micah had to admit that he was looking 


forward to meeting the artistic photographer. He’d been 
serious 


about asking the man to come to Stone Canyon and do 
some 


photos for him. He’d even throw in a trip to the springs at 
night 


if Thomas was interested. There were some interesting 
effects 


in the area around the falls at night. Any photographer 
would be 


excited to get the chance to capture those unique scenes. 


They were pulling up and Micah hurried to keep up with 
Able, 


not knowing how much support he would need inside when 
he 


Saw what shape his dog was in. Micah stood back as Able 
talked 


to the receptionist and then followed as she led them to the 
back. 


They met the veterinarian in the hallway, who took over and 
led 


them to a room. Micah thought the man was woefully remiss 
when he failed to explain things to Able completely. 

When the door was opened and Able saw Barney, he gasped 
and Micah grabbed his shoulders to steady him. The dog did 


look dead. He was still on a table with tubes in him. His coat 
was 


covered with blood and he was lying on his side. 
“He’s just sedated, Able. I’m sorry | didn’t tell you how bad 


he looked. We had to go right to surgery to get the bullet 
out of 


his haunch. The one on his neck was just a graze, though it 
bled 


badly. We didn’t have time to wash him up completely. He 
came 


through the surgery just fine and is really doing well, 
considering 


what he went through. | can tell you that we found some 
material 


caught in his teeth as well as some blood. He has no injury 
to his 


Stone Canyon 125 


mouth, so | assume he did some damage before he went 
down. 


I’ve got the material in a bag for you to take with you.” 
Micah could feel Able vibrating as he stood, listening to the 


vet. Micah saw his name tag read Dr. D.L. Pool. Micah knew 
that 


Able wanted to go to Barney. He knew he would. 


“Can he go over to him, touch him?” Micah asked, 
squeezing 


Able’s shoulders. 

“Certainly. I’m sorry, Able. Go on over and pet him, talk to 
him, it can only help.” 

“Thanks, D.L. | appreciate all you’ve done. This is Micah 


Stone. We're, uh, friends. We're working on a case. Please 
give 

him the bag with the material. We’ll get it to the police. This 
IS 


all part of a case.” Able talked as he walked, finishing as he 
got 


to the table. From then on, it was all Able and Barney. D.L. 
and 


Micah might as well have been furniture. Micah thought that 
was 


the way it should be. His heart melted as he listened to Able 
talk 


to his canine buddy. 
“Hey, Barn. You did good, huh? You got a piece of one of 


them at least. I’m so sorry this happened to you. l'Il take 
care of 


you now, Okay? You’re always there for me and you were 
again 


when you tried to protect our home. Don’t you worry. You 
just 


rest and we'll be together soon. Love you, buddy.” Able 
looked 


up and Micah caught the sheen of tears in his eyes. Micah 
felt just 


as tender, wanting only to take Able into his arms and hold 
him. 


Instead, he gave Able a few minutes to gather himself by 
turning 


to the vet to ask a few questions. 


“So, what happens now? How long does he need to stay 
here? 


When can he travel? Can he fly?” 
“Can he fly?” D.L. asked, one eyebrow raised. 
“I’m a pilot. | thought it might be nice if he could come back 


to the ranch and recuperate there. He would have people 
around 


all the time until he was well enough to be on his own. Able 


wouldn’t have to worry about him while we continue to work 
on 


this case. If that’s okay with Able?” Micah looked at Able to 
see 


how he felt about the ideas he’d put forth. 
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“He'll need to be here a few days at least. l'Il keep you up 
on 


what’s going on with him. | know you'll be in and out. There 
shouldn’t be a problem with him flying in a little while. We'll 


discuss it later, when he’s better. | don’t expect there to be 
any 


problems with his recovery. He’s very healthy and strong. 
You 


can relax, Able.” The doctor walked over and patted Able on 


the shoulder, then moved around the table, checking 
various 


monitors and readouts. 
Able looked at Micah and sighed. Micah understood. It 


had been a long day already and it was only midday. They 
had 


appointments at three and four, so he thought it might be 
time 


for a break for Able. 
“How about | take you to lunch? | know this great place 


called Toppers. Great food, nice people. Want to join me?” 
Micah 


said, reaching out to take Able’s hand, uncaring that they 
had an 


audience. Able didn’t seem to mind either as he grasped 
Micah’s 


hand like a lifeline, clasping it tightly. His eyes lit up, 
whether at 


the idea of the meal, time with Micah, or seeing his dad. It 
looked 


like they were going to lunch. 
After making a few more plans with the good doctor, they 


left, Able sighing and his shoulders visibly loosening. Micah 
knew 


somebody who needed a good massage tonight, and he 
looked 


forward to providing it. 
Able drove them to Toppers and they went in the back way, 


stopping in the kitchen where Able got a bear hug from his 
father, 


then another as his youngest brother, Andrew, came in. 
“Good to see you again, Mr. Stone,” Able’s dad said. 
“Micah, please,” Micah responded, shaking the man’s hand. 
“So, we'll have some lunch and you'll tell me why someone 
shot your dog and trashed your home, okay?” Although Mr. 


Kenton put it as a question, he and Able both knew that it 
was 


a demand. Micah understood, he really did, and he didn’t 
relish 


admitting that this all started with him. Mr. Kenton shooed 
them 


out to a table and said he would join them in a moment. 
Andrew helped set them up in a corner booth that Micah 
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hadn’t noticed before. This was obviously the family table. 
When 


he brought their drinks, Andrew looked over the restaurant 
as if 


to see if anyone needed anything, then he sat down across 
from 


Able. 

“So,” he said, smiling from one to the other of them, “he’s 
your guy?” 

“Andrew!” Able said, blushing. 

“Yes, I’m his guy. Problem?” Micah believed in jumping in 
with both feet and he felt strongly about this. 

“Not for me. Anthony says you’re cool. | just want Able to 
be happy. He’s due, ya know?” Andrew got up as he saw his 


father approaching. Before he left the table, he put his hand 
out 


for Micah to shake. Micah grasped it and appreciated the 
strong 


Shake and the approval. Disapproval wouldn’t have stopped 
his 


seeing Able, but it was good to be in the family’s good 
graces. 


Now for the dad. 
“Can | join you boys for lunch?” Not waiting for answer, Mr. 
Kenton sat down by Able, reaching his arm up and around to 


pull Able close again. 


“I’m glad you weren’t there when those people came to 
your 


place. | know, | know, maybe Barney wouldn’t have been 
hurt if 


you'd been there, but | doubt if it was just one person and 
they 


obviously came prepared with guns. Do you know why they 
were 


there?” 
“Micah and | believe it has to do with his case. When we left 


here the other day we went to see this lawyer that I’d sent 
some 


information to for Ms. Stone, Micah’s mother. Micah came to 


town because of a letter she sent him and then | showed 
him 

one that she sent to me and that led us to this lawyer’s 
office. We 


got there just as he was dying from three gunshots to the 
chest.” 


Able’s face told Micah that he knew what kind of response 
that 


would get so he waited it out. For the next few minutes he 
and 


Able took turns telling the story, including everything except 
the 


sleeping arrangements. They brought him up to date right 
up to 


the offer of taking Barney to the ranch for his recovery. 
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“Mr. Kenton, | can’t help but feel that | am, in part, 
responsible 


for this...” 


“| have a feeling you’re going to be a big part of Able’s life, 
if 

my sons are to be believed, so | think you should call me 
Adam. 


Able’s line of business sometimes comes with danger. He 
knew 


that when he went into it. It could have been anyone. It just 
SO 


happened that it was you this time. | don’t blame you for 
this mess 


and | know he’s smart enough to take the proper 
precautions 


now that he knows how dangerous these people are.” He 
turned 


to Able to say, “Now, are you planning on staying at your 
place 


tonight or do you all have other plans? You know you can 
come 


to the house if you want.” When he saw the dismay in both 
their 


faces, Adam laughed, and said, “Okay, maybe not. Just let 
me 


know where you land so | won’t worry. Deal?” 
“Absolutely, Adam. | understand you being worried. | have 


people at the ranch | will have to check in with myself. | 
don’t 


think the guys who did this will return, but if they do come 
back, 


we'll be ready for them. It’s up to Able, though.” Micah 
would do 


whatever Able wanted, but he felt strongly about not letting 
the 


bad guys run him out of his home. 
“I’m with Micah. We’ll stop and get some stuff after our last 


meeting. We'll know what was salvageable when we meet 
the 


insurance adjuster and then after another quick meeting, 
we'll 


shop. Then home again.” Able sounded like he was looking 
forward to the idea. 


“Okay then, l'Il meet you at your house about seven tonight, 


me and the boys.” Adam wasn’t asking for permission to 
come 


over with that statement. Micah saw his plans for Able going 


down the drain, but whatever Able needed, he thought, and 
if 


he needed his family around him right now, Micah was all 
over 


that. 

“You all coming for supper, sir?” Micah wanted to know what 
they needed to buy. 

“Not at all. You all buy whatever you'll need for the next few 


days, but supper’s on me tonight. It'll be a catered affair. 
Anthony 


said your furniture wasn’t broken up so we'll have a place to 
eat 
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and do some talking, yeah?” Adam finally sounded like he 
was 


asking this time. 
“Dad, you all don’t have to do that. We'll be fine.” Able tried, 
he really did. 


“Nonsense, Able. You’re mother would come back and haunt 


me if | didn’t do this. You need a night without worrying. You 


just go about your business today and I'll see you tonight 
with 


Anthony and Andrew, too.” 


“But, what about the restaurant? You don’t have to close 
down 


for me. Really, Dad, I’m fine. I’m thirty-two, not twenty-two. 
I’m 


fine, and yes, | know I’m repeating myself.” Able shook his 
head, 


clearly seeing that he was fighting a losing battle. It looked 
like 


it would be supper with the Kentons at the loft tonight. Able 
glanced at Micah, looking like he wanted to apologize. 
“Hey, sounds good to me. The more hands, the more we can 


get done. And | wouldn’t mind eating this kind of food twice 
in 


one day,” Micah said. 
“Oh, | think we can do better than this for supper. You all 


just do what you need to and l'Il see you tonight. Here 
comes 


Andrew with your lunch now.” Adam Kenton got up and let 


Andrew serve them before he put his hand on Able’s 
shoulder 


for quick squeeze and shook Micah’s hand again. 


Micah and Able looked at each other and both shrugged as 
if 


acknowledging that it was a done deal and they had no say 
in it. 


“It’s fine, Able. It’ll be nice for you to have your whole family 


there and we'll eventually be alone together.” Micah said, 
after 


Andrew had withdrawn to take a pitcher of tea to another 
table. 


“Looking forward to that, and yeah, it'll be nice to have 
them 


all there. We’ll see what’s going on at the loft and know 
more 


about what we need by then. We'll put them to work.” Able 
bent 


to take a big bite of his steak sandwich. 
Once again, the food was delicious and plentiful. They ate 


quickly and were soon back in the big car. They sat fora 
moment, 


just relishing the peace. 
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“I should probably check in with them at the ranch. I'll call 


Batman first and see what’s going on with Rankin today. 
Then Ill 


tackle Momm. He'll be hyper and full of questions.” Micah 
took 


out his cell and dialed Batman. 

“Yeah, hey boss.” 

“Hey, Bat, anything unusual going on there? Our new guy 
doing anything out of the ordinary?” Micah wished Batman 


would just answer in the affirmative so they could get 
something 


straightened out, figured out. 
“Not yet. He might be a little soooked. Poor thing always 


has someone doggin’ him. I’m gonna back off a little and 
see if 


he hangs himself with the little bit of rope | give him.” 
Batman 


sounded like he was eager to find some answers, too. 
“Good idea. Everything okay up at the house?” 
“What do you think? The Bobbsey Twins are having a ball in 


the kitchen. You'd think they were cooking for royalty the 
way 


they’re scuttling around, pulling out this pan and that, 
rattling 


around, laughing and giggling. They sound like sixteen-year- 
old 


girls. Honestly, it’s enough to put a man off his food... 
almost.” 


“Yeah, | bet almost. You’re getting the rewards of all their 
experimenting. You think Momm’s smitten for real?” Micah 


would love for Momm to find someone to love and Bobby 
Jaye 


seemed like a nice guy. They certainly seemed compatible. 
“Oh, yeah, big time. He’s got hearts in his eyes and they’re 


matched in sparkle and clarity by those in Bobby Jaye’s. It’s 
kinda 


sweet, really, if it wasn’t so sickening.” 
“Ah, you old softie.” Micah teased. 
“Shut up, boss. Out now.” Batman hung up. 


Able was grinning when Micah shook his head and dialed 
the 


ranch, putting it on speakerphone so Able could hear. 
“Oh, Micah, hon, is everything okay?” Momm squealed. 


“Is that how you answer my phone?” Micah teased. 


“No, I’m usually very professional. | knew it was you. It says 
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it on the little thingy there, you know. So, tell me. How’s 
Able’s 


dog? Is he okay? What about the house? Or loft thing? 
Whatever 


you Said it was? Is it totally messed up? Where are you 
going to 


Stay? Is it safe to be there? | don’t want you all taking any 
chances. 


Don’t be...” 
“Hey. You want answers to any of those questions or shall | 


just hang up?” Micah chuckled at Momm doing just what 
he’d 


expected. He held the phone over to Able who said, “Hello, 


Momm. Barney’s going to be fine. He was shot twice and 
had 


Surgery and is recovering. He might even be coming to the 
ranch 


to recuperate. Micah has offered and we might bring him 
there 


while we work on the case. Is that okay?” 


Micah took the phone back in time to hear Momm yelling 


again, telling Bobby Jaye that they were going to be parents 
and 


take care of Able’s dog. Lord help him! 
“Able’s loft was pretty trashed. All his stuff was broken and 


thrown around, but they didn’t find what they were looking 
for, 


since we think that is the three files that you all have there. 
Lock 


them up each night, will you? There’s a cleaning service 
working at 


the loft now and we're going to meet some people this 
afternoon 


to get things settled. Able’s father and two brothers are 
coming 


over for supper. Well, they're bringing it and we'll make 
some 


plans. We’ll be fine. Does that cover all your concerns?” 
Micah 


asked, glad really that he had someone who cared about 
him and 


seemed to like the man he’d chosen to care about. 
“Definitely. It sounds like you all have it taken care of. If you 


need me to do anything, let me know. Bobby Jaye has spent 
some 


time in your office looking over the files and making notes. 
He 


said he wasn’t sure he’d find anything you all hadn’t, but he 
liked 


helping you. We’ve been cooking up a storm. You take care 
now, 


Micah. Okay, you hear me?” Momm sounded just like a 
mom. 


“Yes, | hear you and | will take care. | promise you, and | will 


take care of Able, too. How’s that?” Micah expected the 
squeal 


that he got for that statement. He’d ended on a high note 
just for 


Momm’s benefit. 
“Goodbye, Momm. You take care of Bobby Jaye now, you 
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hear?” Micah heard Momm giggling as he hung up the 
phone. 


“I’m going to love spending time getting to know you and 
the 


people that surround you. Great characters, that’s what 
they are. 


Everyone is so different, so special in their own way. It fun 
and 


cool and kind of sweet. You’re a wonderful man, Micah 
Stone.” 


Able was pulling into the lot in front of the loft. 


“Right back at you, Able Kenton. You have a wonderful 
family 


who obviously love you very much. They are smart and 
funny 


and kind. You couldn’t ask for better if you ask me. Getting 
to 


know you and them better is going to be great. I’m in this 
for 


the long haul, by the way.” Micah was hoping for a 
responding 


statement of intent. 

He got it. 

“All the way, Micah Stone. You and me, together.” 

It was a long day. When they got back to the loft, they found 


an amazing amount of work had been done. Everything that 
was 


broken was gone, and the large crew was working on 
cleaning, 


washing linens and floors, even cleaning walls and windows. 
They 


had made lists of things that they threw away, as well as 
things 


they salvaged. Looking at the list, Able had a good idea of 
what 


he would have to replace just to be able to cook for the next 
few 


days. As they had noticed, things in the bathroom were in 
good 


Shape. Most of the loss was in aesthetics and entertainment. 


Most of the things were not necessary, but Micah could tell 
that 


Able felt the missing items made his loft a home. 
Quickly they made a list of things to shop for before Able’s 


family showed up at seven. The insurance adjuster was a 
little 


early, which was great since they had a lot to do. He’d 
brought 


the pictures of the loft right after Able had finished 
decorating it 


and they showed him the ones they took that morning. They 
also 


gave him a copy of the list the cleaning crew had made of 
the 


items that were ruined. The man, Mr. Jackson, promised that 
he 


would get an estimate done and cut a check for Able to use 
for 


replacing his treasures. 
Feeling a little better about things, Micah and Able left the 
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crew working and headed for the photographer’s studio. 
They had 


a few minutes to spare before meeting Thomas Young, so 
they 


added a quick trip to a Super Wal-Mart to get a new 
coffeemaker, 


some dishes, glasses, mugs, even a new slow cooker since 
the 


inside dish for the one he had was now broken. They’d been 


pretty thorough, Micah thought. It was a whirlwind trip 
through 


the big store and a frustrating wait at the checkout. Finally, 
they 


were on the way to the studio. 


Micah’s eyes feasted from the minute he walked in with 
Able. 


He met the photographer, liked him immediately, and stood 
back 


as Able explained more thoroughly what had happened. 
Young 


immediately offered him a twenty percent discount on 
anything 


he wanted to replace. Able took him up on it, telling him he 
was 


only doing so since he planned to add a couple more that 
had 


already caught his eye when they came in. 
The three walked over to a well-lit wall that had prints 


presented in groups that made perfect sense to Micah. 
There 


were landscapes, animals, portraits, and those that had 
themes 


like the ones from Able’s loft. Micah liked the sky theme, but 


found himself drawn to the rock ones. Some of them looked 
like 


they could have been taken on his land. When the 
photographer 


came over, Micah presented his idea of offering the artist a 
trip 


to the ranch for a few days to shoot to his heart’s content. 
He 


promised him animals, landscapes, the canyon, and even 
said he 


could ask about doing a couple of portraits of his staff. 
Anything 


to entice the man to come to Stone Canyon and shoot what 
Micah thought was the most beautiful land anywhere. 
Micah bought four of the prints; two horses, one landscape, 


and one of the nighttime sky shots that was hauntingly 
beautiful. 


He tried not to blink at the size of the check he wrote, but it 
included framing so he felt it was well worth it. 
Able reordered the ones he’d lost and, as promised, he 


purchased three new ones. He chose two more in the sky 
series 


and another stallion that was rearing up on its back legs and 
with 


a huge waterfall behind him. Micah was just glad that he 
would 


get to see them all, since he intended that they both would 
be 
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spending time at each home. 
They left the studio and headed to the grocery. Another 


whirlwind trip through the store buying basics. They had to 
refill 


the refrigerator and shelves that had been emptied and 
thrown all 


over the kitchen. Able grabbed some steaks, salmon, and 
chicken. 


He sent Micah to get salad items and they met back at the 
cart 


and decided to buy things for breakfast, some snacks for 
later 


tonight, and then head home. 


When they got home, the cleaning crew was just leaving 
and 


helped them carry all the bags inside and up the stairs. Able 
thanked them and took care of the bill while Micah started 


putting things away. Soon, things were in place and Micah 
and 


Able looked at each other. It was already after six, but they 


headed for the bedroom anyway. They dropped onto the 
newly 


made bed and were sound asleep when the buzzer rang, 
Signaling 


the arrival of the Kenton clan. Rubbing their eyes, they 
leaned 


in to grab a quick kiss before going to greet their guests. At 
least 


they were bringing supper with them. 


ChaPteR Seven 


Meanwhile, back at the ranch... 
Momm stood watching Bobby Jaye as he sat at Micah’s desk 
reading through one of the files they’d left for him. Momm 


liked watching Bobby Jaye do most anything. He especially 
liked 


watching him sleep. They had shared a bed again last night, 


again doing nothing but snuggling and petting on each 
other. 


They hadn’t even kissed. Momm was thinking about it, 
though, 


wanting it. 
“You going to say anything or just stand and watch me?” 


Bobby Jaye was looking at him. Oops. Momm had been 
thinking 


and hadn’t noticed when Bobby Jaye glanced up at him. 

“I don’t know. | was just enjoying watching you. I’m not sure 
what I’d say anyway,” Momm admitted. 

“Is something the matter? Have | done something wrong?” 


Bobby Jaye put the papers down and stood, looking 
uncertain. 


“Can we talk?” Momm asked, then realized how stupid that 


sounded when he’d just admitted he didn’t know what to 
say. He 


shook his head at himself, saying, “I’m stupid. l'Il go back to 
the 


kitchen and...” 
“No, don’t go. Come here. | mean, will you come over here 


and sit with me?” Bobby Jaye was heading for the couch in 
the 


office. 
Momm walked over to him, a litthe uncertain himself now. 


He wanted to talk to Bobby Jaye, but he was afraid he was 
the 


only one who was feeling this way and he didn’t want to 
make the 


other man uncomfortable. But, on the other hand, Bobby 
Jaye 


had slept with him, holding him all night last night, and 
they’d 


had a good time cooking this morning. 
“What’s going on in that pretty head of yours?” Bobby Jaye 
asked. 
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“I’m not pretty!” Momm said, frowning and pulling his head 
back, looking at Bobby Jaye. 

“I think you’re very pretty, and funny, and sweet and very 
sexy. Now, how does that make you feel?” Bobby Jaye didn’t 
sound uncertain. 

“You...you do? Really? Me, too. | mean, | think you are, too. 
Oh, | sound stupid again,” Momm said, ducking his head. 
“Will you stop that? You are nowhere near stupid. Now, what 


did you want to talk about?” Bobby Jaye reached for 
Momm’s 


hand, threading their fingers together. Momm started to 
shake 


from excitement and just a little fear. 
“Um, | was just thinking, | mean | wanted to...” Momm 


stopped and sighed deeply, ashamed of his inability to say 
what 


he wanted. 

“Just say it, really fast, on three. One, two...three!” Bobby 
Jaye squeezed his hand, his fingers tightening on Momm’s. 
“Kiss me,” Momm said, then gasped and slapped his other 


hand over his mouth, his eyes widening. 


“Oh, baby, any time!” Bobby Jaye said. He leaned over and 
pressed his lips to Momm’s very gently. 

Momm jumped a little, then leaned forward to press back, 
liking the feeling of Bobby Jaye’s lips on his. Letting his fear 


go, he opened his mouth and met Bobby Jaye’s tongue with 
his. 


Mmm, that was nice. He brought his hands up to cup Bobby 


Jaye’s face and opened his mouth more, tangling their 
tongues 


together. Sliding his tongue around Bobby Jaye’s, he began 
to 


move back and forth, loving the slippery and rough textures 
he 


found. There was a whimper and he had no doubt it came 
from 


him. Bobby Jaye pulled back. 
“Okay?” he asked. 
Momm got lost looking into baby blue eyes, seeing them as 


if for the first time. How pretty they were! Bobby Jaye smiled 
for 


him and Momm fell in love right then and there. 


“Uh, fine,” Momm squeaked, cleared his throat and said, 
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“Fine. I’m fine. I, uh, liked that. Did...did you?” Oh, Lord, he 


sounded like such an idiot. There was a reason he was so 
shy and 


backward in this situation, but Bobby Jaye didn’t know that 
and 


Momm dreaded talking about it, but he knew he would have 
to, 


and soon. 
“I more than liked it. But I think there’s still something 


bothering you. What is it, baby? Can you tell me?” Bobby 
Jaye 


was being so kind, so caring, and Momm just knew he was 
going 


to lose it and make a fool of himself. He could feel the sting 
of 


tears in his eyes already. He tried to duck his head, but 
Bobby Jaye 


shook his head and cupped Momm’s chin. 


“Honey, you can tell me anything. I’m not into making 
anyone 


do anything they don’t want to do, but | feel like you like it 
when 


we kiss, but there’s something hurting you. If you don’t 
want to 


tell me, that’s okay. On the other hand, if you need to talk, 
you've 


got someone here who will listen and never judge. Do you 
feel 


safe with me?” Bobby Jaye had such compassion in his voice 
and 


eyes that Momm melted into his arms. 
Bobby Jaye held him, rubbing his back and running his hand 
through Momm’s hair. Momm tried hard not to cry. He didn’t 


want to ruin any chance he might have of building a 
relationship 


with Bobby Jaye, and he knew that’s what he wanted. So he 
took 


big gulps of air in, trying to get control. He was going to do 
it. 


He was going to tell Bobby Jaye about his life. 
“| need to tell you some things about me, about my name 


and, well, | wanted to ask you to help me with something. 
First, 


can | call you something shorter, like BJ maybe? Bobby Jaye 
IS 


a mouthful and I’m kind of hoping I’m going to be saying 
your 


name a lot and it would be easier, but if you don’t like it, 
lbs 


“Relax, hon. BJ is cool. | like it. You’re welcome to call me 
BJ, Momm.” 
“BJ. | like it, too. It’s small and easy and cute, kind of like 


you. And | know Momm is a crazy name, even if it is short 
for 


Mommdauist. That’s another crazy name. | saw it on a book 
when 


| was on my way here. | was running away. No surprise 
there, 


huh? You sure you want to hear this? It’s pretty sordid.” 
Momm 
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felt like he had to ask. 


“I want to know everything about you, absolutely 
everything. 


Whatever you’ve been through makes you the man | want 
right 


now. Remember, no judging. | want to know because | care 
about 


you. I’ve never felt about anyone what | feel for you. It’s 
kind of 


strange, but | was so comfortable with you. I’ve never slept 
with 


anyone after just meeting them. Hell, I’ve never slept with 
anyone 


the whole night through, so the fact that I’ve spent two 
nights in 


your bed, comfortably, means that you’re someone special.” 
“Before | bare my soul, and risk losing the way you feel right 


now, let me tell you that | feel the same way. I’ve never 
Slept 


with anyone. I’ve never willingly kissed anyone before. You 
make 


me feel happy and comfortable and for me, that’s saying a 
lot. 


So, BJ. | feel special that you are letting me change your 
name. 


From now on, you're BJ. Before this is over, | want you to 
help 


me come up with a name. Micah said | could change mine 
and 


I’ve not been able to come up with anything that fits. | just 
know 


| don’t want to be who | was ever again. | hope you'll help 
me 


come up with something.” Momm knew that BJ had no idea 
how 


much courage it was going to take for him to tell his story. 


“Here, let’s get comfortable and then you can tell me 
whatever 


you want.” BJ scooted over to the corner of the couch and 
put 


one leg up, pulling Momm in between his legs. They were 
still 


more or less sitting so Momm turned a little to rest his head 
on 


BJ's shoulder, placing his arm across BJ's chest. BJ's arm 
came 


around Momm’s shoulder, embracing him and making him 
feel 


Safe. 
“Take your time, hon.” 
Momm did. He had to think about how he was going to start 


this story. He had always felt so ashamed of his life. Sordid 
didn’t 


even begin to describe it. 


In a soft voice, Momm began his tale. “Life for me started in 


the slum area of Phoenix. My father was never in the picture 
at 


all. | don’t have any idea who he was and | doubt if my 
mother 


did either. She was a piece of work, dear old Mom. It’s funny 
how | ended up being called Momm. Back to my mother, or 
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should | say the woman | lived with and took care of until 
she 


died of an overdose when | was eight.” 
“Eight? Wow, hon. That’s young. | Know it was awful. Go 


on, get it all out.” BJ kept rubbing on him, stroking his hair 
and 


cuddling him. 
“When | went to school in first grade | was behind everyone 


else. | don’t know how she managed it, but my mother 
didn’t 

bother sending me to kindergarten. Somehow she managed 
to 


stay under the radar and never got in trouble for it. School 
was 


the best thing that ever happened to me. | had snacks and 
lunch 


and play time and there were other kids and the teachers 
talked 


to me and no one hit me. At home, I slept on a garbage bag 
that 


had my clothes in it. The tiny house always smelled so bad 
and 


| hated that | did, too. | got myself up for school, there was 
no 


breakfast. If | overslept, | missed school. | wasn’t about to 
do 


that, so | didn’t sleep a lot. There was always noise and 
fighting 


and crazy stuff going on there anyway.” 


“That’s a pretty sad picture for such a young child, hon.” 
BJ's 


voice was soft. 
“Believe me, I’m not telling you all of it. School was my safe 


place. Oh, | got teased because, since | started in the first 
grade, 


| was behind, but let me tell you, from an early age | worked 
hard 


to catch up to the others. | was smart enough at six to 
realize 


that school was going to be my salvation. It helped that | 
was a 


cute kid. | had big brown eyes and pretty hair and | looked 
like 


all those pictures you see of the kids that melt your heart. | 
could 


have modeled for those cards.” 

“You're still cute and you melt my heart every time | look at 
you.” 

“Hush, you.” Momm playfully hit BJ’s chest, secretly thrilled 
at his words. 


“Anyway, first and second grade were wonderful for me. 


Several times, when | got to school with bruises, we would 
have 


to go through home visits and | don’t know why I was never 


taken away from her, but it never happened. | was in the 
third 
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grade when | came home and found a man going through 
the 


house, taking things and putting them in a big bag. When 
he 


saw me he asked who | was. | told him that was my house 
and 


where was my mother. He pointed to the back room and 
went 


out the front door. When | opened my mother’s door | heard 


his old truck start up and screech away. My mother was on 
the 


bed with a needle still in her arm and | knew right away she 
was 


dead. We didn’t have a phone so I ran to the house three 
doors 


down, where | knew they had one. They called the police 
and 


told them my story and the rest is just what you suspect. It 
was 


an orphanage, then foster care from then on.” 
“Was that better or worse than what you came from?” BJ 


asked, his hand tunneling under Momm’s hair to cup the 
back of 


his neck, moving over it in slow, calming caresses. 


“There were only two placements. Again, it was the cute 
thing. 


| didn’t stay at the home for long before someone asked for 
me. 


At that one, | was forced to work in the fields with the other 
two 


foster kids they had. School wasn’t important and any 
learning | 


did in those three years was here and there, now and then. 
Again, 


| don’t know how they got away with not sending us to 
school 


regularly. | bet you’re wondering why | didn’t tell someone. 
The 


whip marks on Raul’s back were enough to keep me from it. 
Threats were enough for me. | was a chicken shit kid.” 
“God, | hate that you had it so bad at such a young age. | 
wonder how you turned into such a fabulous man.” 

“You are such a word wizard. Thanks. So, finally, the dad 


there got a little too rough and when someone came to 
check 


there were two kids with enough marks to make them take 
us all 


out of there. So it was back to the home and wait for the 
next 


one. That was the worst one.” 
“Honey, it gets worse? Go on, get it over with. If you can 


relive it, | can hear it. Although, | don’t know who needs the 


hug more.” BJ tightened his arms around Momm and it 
didn’t 


hurt, it felt good. Momm felt cherished for once in his life, 
with 


Bobby Jaye petting him and smoothing his hair, and holding 
him 


so close. Micah had accepted him and cared for him and 
they 
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had a great relationship, but BJ made him feel something 
totally 


different. He needed to get this part over with quick. 


“Okay. By now | was almost twelve. | know the foster 
program 


is great and for the most part helps millions of kids. 
Somehow 


| managed to get into two of the worst possible situations. 
Just 


my luck, | guess. At this place, it was Macy and Darla Jarvis. 
They 


had three other kids there and | knew as soon as | walked in 
the 


door and saw the dead eyes staring at me from all three 
faces that 


this was not going to end well.” Momm paused, soaking up 
the 


care that BJ was showing with his soft touches. He could feel 


BJ's heart beating very hard and fast, as if he was right 
there with 


Momm. 
“All of the kids there were older than me. As soon as | got 


inside the rules were listed for me. We would go to school 
and 


we would do well. We would draw no attention to ourselves 
if 


we knew what was good for us. We would be prepared to do 


whatever was asked of us, and any attempts to get away, 
tell 


anyone, or complain would be dealt with harshly. Once 
more, 


| was given an example. The oldest boy, Tim, held up his 
hand 


and his little finger was missing. | couldn’t help my gasp of 
fear. 


Surely to God, they had not actually cut that boy’s finger off. 
| 


looked in his eyes and he nodded once. | chose to do 
whatever 


they asked since | liked having all my fingers.” Momm 
paused 


again, taking deep breaths, his heart racing. 
“Just like before, say it fast and get it over with,” BJ 
suggested. 


“They had sex with us and made us have sex with each 
other.” 


Momm closed his eyes and felt the tears sliding out, running 
down his face. 
“No-oh! Honey.” BJ slid down a little, pulling Momm down 


onto him, rocking him back and forth. Momm soaked it up 
like 


a needy sponge. He turned his face into BJ’s neck and held 
onto 


him for strength. 
“It was almost funny the way | was so lost. | had never even 


been interested in sex or girls at all. Boys, either, for that 
matter. 


| was just enduring, barely living. So all of a sudden | had 
that 
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woman touching me and trying to get me to get a hard on 
and 


getting mad when I couldn’t do it. Then he came in and beat 
me 


for not doing what she wanted. He brought one of the girls 
in 


and made her suck me and | was so freaked out and so 
ashamed 


that | cried the whole time. While she tried her hardest to 
geta 


rise out of me, he kept hitting me for not performing up to 
his 


standards. After that, he made me watch while they all 
performed 


these different sex acts, one after the other, mixing up all 
the 


participants. | knew it was so depraved and so wrong and | 
wanted to die.” 
“My God, Momm, | can’t believe that. You hear about things 


like that, but you never really Know anyone who has lived 
through 


it. You’re so strong, so brave. You impress the hell out of 
me.” BJ 


was still rubbing on Momm’s back with one hand while the 
other 


held his head, pressing their cheeks together. 


“You're crazy. | gave in. It took a long time and they made 


me watch over and over, acting like it was a lesson. One 
day, 


Mr. Jarvis brought one of the girls into my room with a 
wooden 


block and a huge knife. He told me that if | didn’t start doing 


my job—yes, he called it my job—that he was going to cut 
off 


her thumb. Not her little finger, but her thumb. She had 
such 


fear in her eyes at the thought, though she made no sound 
at all. 


| gave in. | don’t even know how | did it. I'd never even 
jerked 


off before. | promised | would do it if he would leave her 
alone. 


So that began the next two years of hell. | did things | will 
never 


forget, participated in the most lewd and crude things that 
make 


me sick to this day. | lived in fear and horror at home and 
put 


on a front at school, because | couldn’t take the chance that 
he 


would take it out on one of the others if | ran or told. All my 
life 


| was such a coward.” 

“No, you were not. How did you get out of that? You said 
two years. So at, what, fourteen you got away?” 

“The four of us seldom had a chance to be together as a 


group. They knew not to let us talk together, plan anything. 
But 


one day, for some reason, they were both gone. All of a 
sudden 


the four of us were alone in that house. Tim asked if the rest 
of 
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us wanted to leave with him. No one said a word. We all 
gathered 


a few things and we walked out of that house and we never 
stopped running. Tim had stolen money that he’d seen Macy 


hiding so we got on a bus and rode it till it didn’t go any 
further. 


We then took another and another until we were two states 
away. 


None of us had talked the whole time. When we hit 
Oklahoma, 


Tim gathered us together and asked if we wanted to join 
him 


at a halfway house that offered shelter and counseling, or if 
we 


wanted to go our own way. He said he’d split up the money 
if we 


wanted to go.” 

“I’m so glad you had him there. What did you all do?” BJ 
asked. 

“We all knew we were totally messed up so, as a group, we 


walked into the Bright Sun Halfway House and asked for 
shelter 


and help. The four of us spent two years there, in deep 
counseling, 


going to school, catching up, and finding our way back to 
sanity 


and safety. So, now I’m almost seventeen, getting ready to 
get 


out of high school, and knowing that we were going to go 
our 


separate ways. Although we’d gone through hell and come 
out of 


it together, we all felt the same. We didn’t want the 
reminder of 


it that staying together would give us. So after school was 
out, we 


said goodbye to our past and headed out. We had all taken 
part- 


time jobs and saved a little money.” 
“How you doing? You’re almost done, hon, and I’ve never 


been prouder of anyone in my life. How’d you get here, to 
the 


ranch, and Micah?” BJ took his hand from Momm’s hair and 
Slid 


it down to grasp the hand that Momm had resting on his 
chest. 


He entwined their fingers, holding them against him. 
“I worked my way across the western part of Oklahoma, 


working here and there at restaurants, diners, anything | 
could 


find. | stayed wherever | could afford. | have nothing, BJ, 
nothing 


of my own. I’m living off Micah’s goodness.” 
“No, you're working for Micah and he’s paying you. You have 


a good job that you do well and you are well liked by 
everyone 


here. | can tell that. You need to own that, Momm. So, how 
did 


you end up here?” BJ asked. 
144 AKM Miles 
“I heard about him when | got close to Lawton. | think it was 


just a couple of guys talking in a booth about a man who 
helped 


people who needed it. One of them said you could just show 
up 


and if you were an honest person and would work, he’d take 
you 


on, give you a Safe place. That sounded like heaven to me, 
so | 


worked my way here. I’ve been beat up several times 
because | 


didn’t want anything to do with anything sexual, and it 
seems | 


have the look of someone who is, | don’t Know, easy or 
available. 


I’ve been called a twink, a pretty boy, a slut, all kinds of 
things. All 


of this without ever willingly having had sex with anyone 
since | 


left that place when | was fourteen. | had just gotten away 
from 


a guy who wouldn’t take no for an answer when this guy 
found 


me and handed me over to a truck driver. | was pretty 
messed up. 


He dropped me off and pointed me in the right direction. You 


should hear the story of how | got to the house. I’m not 
much 


for the animals around here. They scare the crap out of me.” 
“| can’t believe you’re scared of cows or horses when you've 


lived through hell. | will never meet anyone who impresses 
me 


more. Does Micah know all this?” BJ pulled his head back to 
try 


and see Momm’s face. 
“No. I’ve never told anyone after leaving Bright Sun. | don’t 


want to tell anyone. | don’t want anyone else to know, 
okay?” 


Momm would die if anyone else knew. He didn’t know why 
he’d 


been able to tell BJ, even needed to tell him. 
“I would never betray your trust. Can | tell you how much it 


means to me that you asked me to kiss you? That you said 
you 


liked it? Wow, Momm. That’s really big.” BJ smiled, Momm 
could 


feel it against his face. 
“What if | can’t ever do anything more? l'Il lose you. This 


is the first time I’ve ever wanted to even be touched or held 
by 


anyone, you know, like this, but with you, it’s good. | really 
like 


you, BJ.” 
“Į really like you, too, Momm. Mommauist. So, you want to 
change your name legally, huh? | worked with Mr. Townsend 


one time when someone did that. It’s not that hard. Both 
your 


parents are out of the picture. You’re old enough. l'Il help 
Micah 
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with what you need to do. You just have to decide what you 
want 


to change it to now.” BJ moved them around so that they 
were 


facing each other again. 
“I'd give anything to have Stone as a last name. | mean, | 


don’t want him put me in the will or anything. I’m not 
looking 


to be a family member, but it’s the only name I’ve ever 
respected 


completely. | haven’t thought of anything I’d like for a first 
name. 


What do you think?” Momm looked to BJ for help with a 
decision 


that was going to affect the rest of his life. 
“Į just had a thought. What about the last name Strong? It’s 


a lot like Stone so you would feel the closeness, but it would 
be 


a testament to what you have gone through and triumphed 
over. 


What do you think of that?” BJ looked at him, brows raised. 
“I like it. Strong. Something Strong. Strong is a good name. 


You're a genius. It /s a lot like Stone and | would feel a sort 
of 


kinship with Micah, similar names, you know? Now for a first 


name. Any ideas? | just grabbed onto Mommquist because 
I'd 


seen it on a book at the shelter and never forgot it. It 
sounded 


like such a strong name.” Momm laughed at his unplanned 
pun. 


“Ha, see | was meant to have a Strong name!” 


“|I love hearing you laugh. I’m amazed that you are sucha 


wonderful strong, healthy man. You are such a treat. | love 
your 


humor and your sweetness. Are there any names that you 
like?” 


BJ asked, touching his index finger to Momm’s nose. 
“I like Bobby and Jaye and Micah.” 


“You're sweet. Those are taken and you wouldn’t want to 
get 


confused. Anything else? You are a very strong man.” 
“Avery.” 

“Huh?” 

“You said a very strong man. Avery. What do you think of 
Avery Strong?” 

“Oh my God, I love it. Avery Strong. You are A Very Strong 
man. You’re a genius.” BJ said, exuberantly. 

“You're the one who came up with it.” 
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“Nope, you put it together. What about a middle name? Do 
you want one?” BJ asked. 


“You'll laugh because it’s hokey.” Momm ducked his head. 


“Look at me and tell me. You know | won’t laugh at you. You 
know that about me. Avery...?” BJ waited for Momm to fill in 
the middle name. 

“Good. | want to be a good man, too. I’ve always wanted to 
feel like a good man. I’m slowly getting there.” 

“ĮI said it. You're a genius. A Very Good Strong man.” BJ was 
laughing, but Momm could tell that it was in a good way. 


“I'd spell Goode with an e at the end of it and not really use 
it, 


you know? It would just be there as a middle name. Avery 
Goode 


Strong. We’d be the only ones who know what it all means. 
l'Il 


sign things Avery G. Strong. You know, it would be there to 


remind me that I want to be a very good strong man from 
now 


on, to make up for the fact that for the first twenty years of 
my 


life | wasn’t.” 
“No, you've been a fabulous person all your life who was 


abused, misused, and you came through it all to become a 
strong 


person at the age of eighteen. This is after a life that would 
have 


crushed most people. You are a very strong, and a good 
man. 


Promise me that you will believe that, own that from now 
on, 


please.” BJ moved them to where they were sitting side by 
side 


again. He turned to face Momm and said, “From now on, | 
am 


referring to you as Avery. We'll tell the others. It'll happen. 
Can | 


Sleep in your bed again tonight? | won’t try anything. | 
promise. 


| just feel really good being close to you. I’ve been pretty 
scared 


lately myself, with a lot less reason.” 
“Your boss was shot and you thought they were after you. 


I'd be scared, too. They might still be. Of course you can 
sleep 


with me. Maybe someday l'Il be able to go further than a 
kiss. 


I'd like to, | know that, but I’m afraid I’d freak out on you 
and 


ruin everything.” Momm hated the thought of making more 
of 


a fool of himself in front of BJ. He had liked hearing that he 


impressed BJ. Like his sad, sorry life was a reason for 
anyone to 
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BJ leaned over and placed a soft kiss on his lips before 
saying, 


“We'll worry about that later. Let’s just continue as we are 
since 


we’re both happy with things now.” 

“I’m in trouble here.” Momm admitted. 

“Why’s that, Avery?” BJ asked, smiling as he used Momm’s 
new name. 

“Because | could fall for you so easily and | don’t know what 
to do with that.” Momm was honest in his answer. 

“You're not alone, my Avery. Take comfort in the fact that 


you are not alone at all.” BJ put his head to Momm’s and 
they sat 


there for long minutes together. 


The next morning when the phone rang early, BJ was closest 


to it so he asked if he could answer it. Avery blinked at him 
and 


nodded slowly, wondering what was up. 
“Stone Canyon Ranch.” 
“Uh, hello. This is Micah. ls Momm there? Bobby Jaye, is that 


you?” Clearly Micah had expected B]’s bed partner to 
answer. 


“Yes, this is BJ. Avery is right here. Let me get him for you,” 


BJ said, but could hear Micah talking before he could hand 
the 


phone to Avery. 
“Hey! BJ then. Uh, | take it that Momm has decided what his 
new name is going to be. Avery, huh?” 


“Yes, sir. Avery is anxious to talk to you now.” BJ hoped 
Micah 


handled this well and didn’t make Avery feel bad or 
anything like 


that. He felt very protective of Avery Strong. 
“Micah? Hi, is everything okay? Yes, that’s okay, isn’t it, if 


everybody calls me that from now on until | get it done 
legally? 


Do you like it? | do, BJ helped me come up with it. It was a 
joint 


effort. It’s a good fit. Are you sure it’s okay?” Avery was 
twisting 


the sheet in his hand as he waited for Micah’s response. 
To BJ's surprise, Avery laughed out loud and nodded as if 
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Micah could see him. God, BJ was beginning to fall hard for 
this 


guy. 
“You're right. | did. If people can accept Momm as a name 
they should be able to accept Avery. Is everything okay? It’s 


awfully early. Is there something you want me to do? Is it 
Able or 


Barney?” Avery had his worried face on now. 
“Okay, good. We’re going to get up and fix breakfast for 


Batman and Ronnie. BJ says he wants to go over the files 
one 


more time today because there is something that is nagging 
at 


him. Yeah, he’ll call you if he figures it out. Yes sir, boss.” 
Avery 


was laughing as he hung up and handed the phone back to 
BJ to 


put back on the table. 


“Micah said he likes both our new names and would we 
please 


keep these because he’s getting dizzy,” Avery said, scooting 
to the 


side of the bed beside BJ. “So, when you were an intern for 
this 


lawyer...” 
“Actually, | was working as a law clerk for Mr. Townsend. I’m 


still in law school. A lot of students like to work for lawyers 
in 


any way they can to get experience and sometimes a foot in 
the 


door. | still have another year to go, then the bar.” BJ said, 
as he 


stood up to stretch beside the bed. 

“Got it, law clerk. So, do you have a job lined up?” Avery 
asked. 

“Truthfully, | was hoping to work for Mr. Townsend. He had 


even hinted that it might be a possibility. He liked my work 
and 


said | had a good mind.” BJ felt sad as he thought about Mr. 
Townsend dying so horribly. 


Avery caught his mood immediately and wrapped his arms 


around BJ. BJ responded with a reciprocal hug. 

“Would you ever consider getting a job close to here, maybe 
in Lawton? That would be so cool.” 

“I don’t know, hon. If there was a job available, | wouldn’t 


mind being close to the ranch, and you. What about you? 
Would 


you consider moving away from here? Of course, we’re 
talking 


about more than a year from now. We've got time, but it 
wouldn’t 
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“I’ve never thought about leaving here, really. | feel safe 
here 


for the first time. But I’m growing braver as time goes by. 
Who 


knows? Maybe, after a while | could consider it, if | knew 
that 


Micah had everything he needed. | owe him, big time.” 


“I understand. Let’s get out there and get breakfast ready. 
II 


keep at those files. Man, when this is over with, I’d love to 
learn 


to ride. Are you sure you won’t come with me?” BJ knew he 
was 


pushing it, but he knew he’d enjoy the experience more if 
Avery 


was with him. He also realized that it was surprisingly easy 
to 


think of his new friend as Avery. It really did fit him well. 
“Maybe, for you. I’m working on being braver, right?” Avery 
threw his shoulders back. 

“You're my brave man. You should never doubt that. | know 


how brave and strong you are. | will not listen to you ever 
again 


saying anything negative about yourself. You hear?” BJ 
pulled 


Avery close again, squeezing hard. 


“Mmmph! Okay, l'Il try. Let’s go cook, BJ.” 


ChaPteR eight 


Micah followed Able down the stairs after the phone call 


to the ranch. He didn’t have any trouble at all following 
Able, 


his eyes trained on that fine ass instead of where he was 
going. 


Micah’s thoughts went to late last night and early this 
morning 


and right before they left the loft a few seconds ago. Yeah, 
he’d 


follow Able Kenton just about anywhere. There were times 
that 


he felt twinges of guilt at how good he felt being with Able. 
That 


feeling of “how can you rejoice in anything so soon after 
Lizbet’s 


death?” took him by surprise every once in a while. He knew 


she'd smack him up side of the head if she knew he was 
thinking 


that way. She’d have been thrilled that he and Able were 
getting 


along so well. Hell, she’d orchestrated it, hadn’t she? 


“So, | have to remember to call him Avery, Avery Strong. It’s 


important to him, | know that. | have no idea what his real 
name 


is. He said he would never say that name again. | expect it 
will 


have to be on the legal papers, but if | happen to see it, l'Il 
never 


repeat it. Lord knows what that boy went through, but for 
weeks 


after he got to the ranch he was as skittish as a long-tailed 
cat in 


a room full of rocking chairs. He jumped every time 
someone 


came near or he heard a sound. Whatever he came from, it 
was 


bad.” Micah was speaking his thoughts as he followed Able. 
His 


mind was full to bursting with worry about Able here and 
now 


Avery and BJ at the ranch. This whole situation was getting 
out 


of hand. He felt like things were out of his control; not a 
good 


feeling for Micah. 


“I hate that for him. But | think it’s good that he and Bobby 


Jaye get along so well.” Able sounded like he was trying to 
think 


of several things at once, too. 
Micah finished his thought, “He’s due some good in his life 


and | think he might have found it. It’s nice. I’m glad for 
him. 


And Bobby Jaye is evidently now BJ, so we have to 
remember 


that, too.” 
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“This is getting more and more complicated. Rankin is 


really R.J. Daniels. Does Batman have a real name?” Able 
asked, 


grinning back at Micah as he got to the bottom of the steps. 
“Sure he does. It’s Randall Forbes. But once he got used to 


it, he likes Batman. He said at first those glasses made him 
self- 


conscious, but now he’s a superhero. You're right, I’m 
surrounded 


by characters.” As they headed for the big garage door, 
Able 


called out, “Wait, let me look out there before we just open 
this. 


Make sure there’s no one lurking around. They still haven’t 
gotten 


what they’re looking for, you Know.” 


“Right.” Micah wasn’t in a hurry to surprise anyone with 
guns 


this morning. 
Able stopped and peered around out the window in the door. 


He had to stretch to do it, but he was just tall enough. 
“Looks 


clear.” 
Able reached down and lifted the door, but Micah noticed his 


hand on the gun that was tucked in the back of his jeans 
under 


the light sport coat he was wearing. Smart man. He stepped 
up 


beside Able and they looked around. The area in front of the 
warehouse was empty except for the black Lexus and Able’s 
Suburban. 

“Let’s take the car today,” Micah suggested, heading for it. 
“Sure,” Able replied, walking with him. Able stopped and 


said, “Wait, let me get something from the truck.” He turned 
and 


with the key fob, clicked the lock on the big vehicle, and 
Micah 


could feel the ground shake before he heard the explosion. 
He 


felt like his eardrums were bleeding as he was thrown back 
against 


the car. He slid down, shaking his head, then rolled to avoid 
the 


flying debris. Able! Micah stopped and turned until he could 
see 


Able lying on the ground near the car. Micah rolled again, 
this 


time back toward Able, who he grabbed and pulled with 
him. 


He knew they wouldn’t fit under the car, but he wanted as 
much 


protection as he could get. 
He didn’t feel like he could get to his feet and wasn’t sure 


Able was even conscious. Micah’s eyes were blurred as he 
tried 
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to get Able wedged into the side of the car so he could 
cover 


him as much as possible. He could feel blood dripping down 
his 


face, see it on his hands and on Able. Broken glass was his 
guess. 


Micah could hear items big and small hitting the ground 
around 


them, and grunted as something heavy landed on the back 
of his 


leg. It was hot and burned right through his pants. He tried 
to 


turn and throw it off, but it was too heavy. Knowing he 
couldn’t 


just let it burn through his leg, he made a giant effort to 
turn, sit 


up, and reach for it to throw it off with his hands. Another 
bad 


idea. Taking the front of his shirt he ripped it down and 
jerked it 


off, wadding it up and using it to push the big piece of metal 
off 


his leg. There was a burn that wound around from the back 
of 


his thigh to the side, but there was no helping that. 
“Mmm.” Micah heard Able moan and turned back. Able was 


trying to move, but Micah bent to tell him not to. Hell, he 
might 


have hurt him by dragging him over to the car, but 
desperate 


times and all that. 
“Mic...car...too...rigged...nuh?” That seemed to be all 


that Able could get out. He dropped back onto the 
pavement, 


smacking his head. 


“Shit. Shitshitshit.” What if the car was rigged, too? He 
hadn't 


thought of that. If he’d hit the lock would the car have blown 


up, too? He was surprised it hadn’t blown up when the truck 
did. 


Thank God they weren’t parked that close together. What 
if... 


shit again. Now wasn’t the time for what ifs. 
Micah dug into his pocket to see if his cell phone had made 


it through the blast. Since he’d been thrown backwards 
when he 


turned to watch Able head to his truck, maybe it wasn’t 
broken. 


Of course, the blast might have killed it dead. He pulled it 
out in 


one piece, praying it would work. 


Yes! He punched in 911 and told the respondent there that 


a truck had blown up and there were two people injured. 
When 


asked the address he realized he didn’t know it and Able 
was 


still out. He gave the street, told them they were in front of 
a 


warehouse on the street and that they should be able to find 
it 


by following the smoke and flames and to hurry the hell up. 
He 
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hung up as they were asking him to stay on the line. 
Micah was more concerned with Able. Very carefully, he 


moved up a little and bent to check as much as he could. 
Able 


was breathing and there didn’t seem to be too many 
injuries. It 


must have been the few feet closer that Able had been to 
the 


exploding vehicle. He brushed his hand across Able’s 
forehead 


gently, saying, “Able, hon, can you hear me? You have to be 
Okay. 


Help’s on the way. This shit’s getting old, huh?” 
Micah heard a sound behind him and reached under Able 


to grab the gun he hoped was still there. Getting a hold of 
the 


handle, he drew it and turned to face whatever was the 
newest 


threat. 
“Hey, hey. Don’t shoot. | was just gonna try to help ya. Who 


blowed up yer truck there? Are you all okay? Oh, hey wait, is 
that 


there Mr. Kenton? Did you hurt him? You better back off! Mr. 
Kenton is a good man.” 
Micah stared at the old man, wanting to shake his head to 


clear it so he could believe what he was seeing, but knowing 
that 


would cause him a lot of pain. The man was standing at the 
back 


end of the car and he seemed to be weaving as much as 
Micah 


felt like he would if he tried to stand. 
“Who’re you? Where’d you come from? How do you know 


Able?” Micah asked, not knowing if he could trust his instinct 


that this man was harmless. 
“I live down here. Name’s Wally. Mr. Kenton helps me out 


sometime. He don’t give me no money, but sometimes he 
gives 


me food and sometimes he lets me sleep just inside the 
door 


if it’s stormin’. | don’t hurt nothin’, | swear it. Wait a minute, 


where’s Barney? He should be barking like crazy at all this 
goin’ 


on.” Smart man, that Wally. 


“Someone shot Barney the other night.” Micah didn’t see 
any 


reason in not telling him. 
“No way,” Wally whimpered, “is he, is he, you know, dead?” 


“No, he’s at the vet and he’s going to be fine. Uh, Wally? 
Able 


came to long enough to wonder if there might be a bomb 
rigged 
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to the car, too, so maybe you shouldn’t lean on it, huh?” 
Micah 


said. 


Micah would never have thought that an old man could 
move 


so fast. He flapped his arms and started to run and then 
stopped, 


ran back and muttered, “Gotta help Mr. Kenton, gotta get 
him 


outta the way. Come on, man, you crazy? Help me move 
him 


from the car. What if it blows?” 


Micah was torn between the good sense of getting away 
from 


the car in case it blew up and not moving Able in case they 
hurt 


him more. But it occurred to him that the thugs wouldn’t 
have 


known which vehicle they would take this morning so they 
might 


indeed have set them both to blow up, so that helped him 
make 


up his mind. 


“Can you take his feet for me while | grab his shoulders? 
We'll 


just move him back toward the big door. I’m not sure we 
should 


do that much, but he’s right. It might be ready to blow, too.” 


Between the two of them, they managed to move the big 
man to the door of the warehouse. Micah sat down and held 


Able against him. Hell, he’d already moved him twice now 
and he 


didn’t think Able had any broken bones. Wally sat down 
beside 


him and said, “lIl wait with ya.” 
“That'd be fine. Thanks, Wally. Able will appreciate you 


helping. | do, too.” Where in the world was everybody? 
Granted, 


it was early, but he would have expected there to be some 
kind of 


traffic. And where were the emergency vehicles? How long 
did it 


take to get... ah, sirens. It was about time! 
Chaos! That was all he could call the next hour. When they 
finally arrived, one right after the other, they came in force. 


Police, ambulance, fire trucks. When the police got there, 
Micah 


asked them to call Officers Lambert and Cambridge and 
started 


answering questions. The firefighters were already trying to 


extinguish the flames on the Suburban and the noise was 
horrible 


to Micah’s tender ears. The ambulance was last, pulling in 
with 


doors flying open. A stretcher was rolled over and it was all 
Micah 


could do to relinquish his hold on Able. 
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“I had to move him, twice. There was stuff flying 
everywhere 


and then we thought about the car. Oh, shit, the car. Hey!” 
Micah 


tried to stand, but that didn’t work too well. The paramedics 


grabbed for him, and he told them to just hold him up a 
minute. 


He shouted for the police to come back over from where 
they 


were talking to one of the firemen. 
“Whoa, buddy, you don’t look so good. What is it?” One of 


the officers stood directly in front of him, but it really looked 
like 


twins to Micah. 


“Are there two of you? Twins? You all look just alike.” 


“I think you might check this one out for concussion. Why 
did you yell?” 

“Huh?” Micah asked. 

“You called me over here.” 

One of the paramedics spoke up and said, “You said ‘oh shit, 
the car’ before you yelled for him to come over.” 

Oh, yeah. “Able woke up long enough to say what if the car 


was rigged, too. So we moved over here in case it blew, too. 
It 


made sense. Whoever put the bomb in it didn’t know which 
one 


we’d take this morning so, anyway, it went off when he hit 
the 


key thing to open the lock on the door. Here’s my key thing. 


Uh, don’t hit that button, okay?” Micah wasn’t ready for 
vehicle 


roulette this morning. 
“Okay, we promise we won’t hit the button. l'Il call the bomb 


squad and have it checked out, and we’ll keep everyone 
away 


from it. | think you should go to the hospital with your buddy 


there. We'll stay here. l'Il clue Lambert and Cambridge in on 
what 


happened, and I’m sure they'll come to the hospital to see 
you 


in a little bit. Actually, | think one of us will go with you. 
What 


about the old guy?” 
“That’s Wally. He helped me move Able over here. He’s a 


good guy. But | don’t think he should stay around here. 
Wally, you 


have somewhere to go?” Micah looked at the poor old man. 
“Yeah, but | need to talk to ya about them big guys that was 
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here before.” Wally was nodding his head. 

“You saw someone here? When? Do you know what time? 


Ow!” Micah realized that his head was hurting worse all the 
time 


and shouting wasn’t helping any. 
“Let’s go. You’ve had it. I’m getting the other stretcher.” One 


of the paramedics ran to get the other one from the 
ambulance 


and Micah didn’t even have the strength to say he didn’t 
want it. 


It would feel really good to lie down. 


“Can Wally come with us? | don’t want him left here, 
especially 


if he saw who did this. Wally, come with us, okay?” 

The officer who had decided to accompany them said that 
Wally could ride with him and Wally’s eyes lit up. 

“Can you make the siren go woo woo?” 

“Yeah, for a few seconds we can, okay?” the officer said, 
smiling and taking Wally’s arm to help him into the car. 
“Oh, look y’all, I’m ridin’ in the back like a real bad guy.” 
Micah could see why Able had been helping the old guy. He 


was just a sweet old man. Right now, he was an old man 
who 


might be able to help them. 
There was something bothering him about leaving the 


warehouse, but he couldn’t figure out what it was. His head 
hurt. 


He needed to call the ranch. 
When he went to lie down on the stretcher his leg felt like it 


was on fire again. He yelped and the paramedic looked 
down, 


seeing the burn. 
“Here, sir. Lie like this with your leg up so it’s not resting 


on that burn. We'll take care of that soon. Let’s get this 
thing 


rolling.” After both stretchers were in the back, Micah could 
hear 


him telling the officer what hospital, but Micah wasn’t 
familiar 


with it so he didn’t pay any attention. He looked over at 
Able as 


the other man worked on getting him settled. Able was still 
out 


of it. That worried Micah, worried him a lot. 

Micah thought about calling Batman and telling him to 

be extra careful and then thought about Momm, no Avery or 
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something like that. Oh, damn. He needed to call Able’s 
dad, 


but he didn’t have the number. God, there was so much to 
think 


about. He’d have to do it later. 


Hours later, Micah had won a battle royal. He was told that 


he couldn’t be in the same room as Able and he’d thrown a 
fit. 


He said he’d walk out, sign himself out, ADA, or whatever it 
was 


to go against the doctor’s recommendation. He was going to 
be 


in Able’s room whether it was in a bed beside him as a 
patient 


or sitting in a chair as a visitor. It was up to them, but they’d 


better make it work. Finally, it was Officer Lambert who 
made 


it happen. 
Micah had a second degree burn and a bad concussion and 


really needed at least a day or two in the hospital. Able 
hadn’t 


awakened yet. The doctors didn’t seem to be too concerned, 
but 


it had Micah scared to death. At last, they were in a room, 
with 


the police and Wally there. Wally was in the recliner in the 
corner, 


sound asleep, his snores sounding like a freight train. Micah 
had 


managed, in between all that had gone on in the emergency 


room, explain what happened and Officer Lambert had 
found 


out that the car had, indeed, been rigged to blow when the 
lock 


was disengaged. Good Lord, he’d rolled Able right to that 
door 


to cover him from the debris. What if he’d bumped it too 
hard 


or something? God, what if... 
“Please, can you call The Toppers restaurant and ask for 
Adam Kenton? That’s Able’s father. He owns it. He needs to 


know that Able is here and that I’m with him. They 
separated us 


downstairs and | couldn’t tell them anything about Able.” 
Micah 


was trying so hard to think of everything, but his head hurt 
and 


he was getting confused. “It may have been in his wallet 
and they 


called already, but no, his family would be here if they knew. 
| 


don’t know the number. | wonder what they did with his gun. 
| 


wish | had one in case they come back. But, it’s okay, 
you've got 


one. Man, I’ve got a headache. | need to call the ranch now 
and 


that’s going to be a crazy call.” Micah drew his phone over 
to him 


from the table by the bed. 
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“Boss, you calling again? Miss me?” Momm/Avery asked. 
“Uh, Avery? There’s been a...” 

“Oh, God, Micah, are you all right? Is it Able? What 


happened?” He may have a new name, but he was still the 
same 


old Momm. 
“I’m trying to tell you. Don’t yell at me, it hurts. Someone 


blew up Able’s truck. Luckily, we were heading for my car. 
He was 


going to get something from the truck and when he hit the 
key 


thing it blew up. He’s still out. | got burned pretty bad and 
havea 


concussion, but we’ll both be okay. Oh, and they’d rigged 
my car 


to blow up, too. Thank God, he hit his key first, because we 
were 


a lot closer to the car. | just wanted to tell you and remind 
you 


to be extra careful.” Micah couldn’t believe he’d gotten it all 
out 


without M...Avery asking a million questions. 
“I’m so glad you are both okay. You take care of him, you 


hear? l'Il be careful here, | swear and the door is always 
locked 


now. Batman uses a key to come in. It’s not open for people 
to 


come and go like before. BJ and | will watch the house. I’m 
going 


to keep a gun handy. Now I’m glad you made me learn to 
shoot. 


No one’s going to get in here that shouldn’t.” This Avery 
person 


sounded like Momm all grown up. 


“Don’t you do anything stupid now, Avery. | don’t want 
either 


of you hurt. Take care and l'Il get back to you.” 
“Okay. Hey, uh, | love you, Micah. Be safe, okay.” Avery’s 
voice was a little wobbly now. 


“You, too, uh, Avery. | like your new name. See you soon.” 


Micah hung up, his eyes a little misty. Avery had never told 
him 


that before. He didn’t doubt it, but it seemed like BJ was 
bringing 


out a lot of things in Avery that were all good. Actually, 
Micah 


loved the little diva, too. 
Officer Lambert turned to him and said, “Mr. Kenton’s father 


is on his way here. They called from downstairs. He says 
Able’s 


brother is taking over for him and for you to not worry about 


a thing. They’d circle the wagons if they needed to, but you 
all 


would be safe. Sounds like my dad.” 
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“Dads are great,” Micah had to admit, thinking of Ted 
Stone. 

Able moaned beside him and he turned his head a little too 
quickly and regretted it. 

“You said ‘Dad’?” Able said, his voice husky. 


“Your dad’s on his way here. Hey, I’m glad you finally woke 


up. How do you feel?” Micah wanted so badly to wrap him 
tightly 


in his arms and never let go. 

“Like | was almost blown up? You? Are you okay, really?” 
Able raised his hand as if needing to touch Micah. 

“I’m fine, hon. | swear. We both have major concussions, 
though. Head ache much?” Micah teased. 


“For real. God, Micah, somebody’s really getting serious. | 
see 


our friends are here. Wait, is that Wally? What’s he doing 
here? 


| seem to have missed a lot. Uh-oh, here comes a doctor.” 
Able 


sighed, clearly knowing that he’d be answering questions 
before 


he got his own answered. 


Micah made himself lie still while a doctor and nurse 
checked 


Able over. Before they were finished, Adam Kenton walked in 


the door and it was a full house. Micah watched Adam stand 
still 


and watch the doctor as he put Able through paces to see 
how 


badly he was hurt. It seemed to just be a concussion. Micah 
had 


kept him from further damage. 

Adam came over to Micah and asked quietly how he was 
doing. 

“I’m fine. I’m so sorry for bringing this down on Able, Mr. 
Kenton. It just gets steadily worse.” Micah said. 

“I thought we decided | was Adam, and | told you Able 


knows what he’s doing. He knows the danger involved in his 
job. 


Admittedly, this is the worst he’s been hurt, but | don’t think 


he’s going to drop the case any time soon. | know my son 
and 


between you and me, he’s happier than I’ve ever seen him. 
That’s 


all on you, I’m thinking. So, my advice, stop apologizing.” 
Adam 


put his hand on Micah’s shoulder and squeezed a little. 
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Micah couldn’t believe that Mr. Kenton, Adam, was taking 


this so well. But he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the 
mouth. 


He had enough to worry about. They’d not even been able 
to 


start on the errands for the case. He watched as Adam went 
over 


to hug Able, now that the doctor was standing back, writing 
ona 


board and conferring with the nurse. Adam muttered 
something 


in Able’s ear and Micah watched Able blush when he 
glanced 


over at Micah, nodding. Micah wondered what was said, but 
decided to let it go until later. 

Adam turned to the doctor and asked what he could tell 
them. 

“He definitely has a concussion, like Mr. Stone there, but Mr. 


Kenton’s is a little more severe. He’s going to have to be still 
a 


little longer, take it a little bit easier. | don’t think there’s 
going to 


be any long-term damage. I’d say both men were lucky.” 
After a few more cautions, the doctor left and Adam glanced 


over at Wally with a question in his eyes. 


Able shrugged and looked at Micah, saying, “I was just 
getting 


to that when the doctor showed up. Micah, what /s Wally 
doing 


here?” 


“He came up behind me when we were by the car and | 
pulled 


your gun on him. | think | scared a couple of years off his 
life. 


He stayed to help me move you away from the car. By the 
way, it 


would have blown up if I’d hit the key lock.” Able’s eyes 
widened 


and Micah said, “I know. | can’t even think about it. Anyway, 
just 


as we were getting in the ambulance to come here, | asked 
Wally 


if he had somewhere to go and he said yeah, but he wanted 
to 


tell us about the men he saw there earlier...so, we brought 
him 


here. He got to ride in the cop car, in the back like a real 
bad guy, 


and | believe they ran the siren for him, too. He was one 
happy 


guy when we got here.” Micah let his fond amusement show 
for 


the old guy. 
“Wally’s a good man. Did he tell you anything yet?” Able 


asked, putting his hand up to his head as he obviously 
decided 


that moving hurt like hell. Micah could attest to that. 
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“He said he wasn’t sayin’ nothin’ till you woke up. He cares 


for you a great deal, Able. You’re a nice man. But | knew 
that.” 


Micah couldn’t help it, even with Able’s father right there. 
He was 


proud of Able, his man. 


“Yeah, he needs help sometimes. | wish there was 
something 


for him to do at your ranch. He has no home and | help 
when | 


can, but he won’t take much from me.” Able had only to 
ask. 


“We'll find something for him, if he’d like it. I’ve taken in 


more for less reason. If he’s special to you, then he’s got a 
place.” 


Micah meant every word. 
“Just like that?” Able asked. 
“Well, yeah, for you, and for someone who cares about you, 


just like that. It’s good to be king,” Micah said, then covered 
his 


face. Had he really said that? “I’m sorry, that sounded really 
tacky, 


huh?” 


“Not really. You're just saying that you have the power and 
the 


ability to help people and you like doing it. | think it’s 
wonderful.” 


Able smiled over at him. 
“All right, guys, enough with the mush. The officer and | are 


getting headaches, too.” Adam chuckled when they both 
blushed. 


“I can’t believe two grown men who don’t mind admitting to 


caring for each other can blush like school boys caught 
kissing in 


the basement at a party.” 
“Dad!” Able said. 


“Yeah, Dad!” Micah teased. 


Officer Lambert came in with, “Now that you’re both awake 
and capable, can we get some things figured out here?” 


He walked over to Wally and nudged his shoulder, waking 
the 


man, who jumped up and looked around, saying, “Don’t take 
my 


stuff. Leave it alone. Oh, oops, sorry sir. | didn’t mean to yell 
at 


ya. You're not mad?” 
“No, Wally, I’m not mad. We have some questions for you 


now that Able is awake and the doctor says he’s going to be 
Okay. 


Will you tell us about the men you said you saw this 
morning?” 
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Officer Lambert seemed to have compassion, as well as 
being 


good at his job. 
“Oh, Mr. Kenton, you’re okay. I’m so glad. Oh, and big Mr. 


Kenton, too. Hello, sir. Wow, Able, your big truck went 
blooey 


with smoke and flames. | thought those two guys might be 
up 


to something. They didn’t see me, | swear they didn’t, but | 
saw 


them and when they moved away from their big black truck 
| saw 


the numbers on the back of it. Know how I remember what it 
said?” Wally was looking very proud of himself. 
“Oh my God, Wally. You have the license plate number? 


That’s so smart of you. How did you remember it?” Able 
knew 


how to deal with Wally, so Micah and the officer let Able get 
the 


information out of the old guy. 
“It’s simple, you would have got it, too. The letters were 
TBG. TBG, you get it? The bad guys? I thought it was funny, 


but I didn’t laugh out loud. The numbers were, well, they 
were 


my little girl’s birthday. She was born on December sixth. So 
the 


numbers were one two six. Twelve six. It was easy. | didn’t 
even 


have to write it down.” Pride brought color to Wally’s cheeks 
and 


a sparkle to his eyes. 


“| didn’t know you had a daughter, Wally. And you’re right. 


You were smart to keep quiet and what a great way to 
remember 


the number.” Able said, reaching out his hand, and Wally 
came 


over to shake. 
“Shake very soft, | don’t want to hurt you.” Wally was very 


careful as he shook Able’s hand. “She died when she was 
justa 


baby. Mellie was never the same after that and we got 
divorced. 


| been alone seems like forever.” Wally stood now with his 
head 


down. 

Micah spoke up, “Wally, | need your help, if you don’t 
mind.” 

“Yes, sir. What do you need?” Wally stood tall again. It was 


clear that he wanted to feel like he was worthy. Didn’t 
everyone? 


“I own a ranch and we were thinking of taking Barney there 


to recover. But, | really can’t spare anyone to take care of 
him all 
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the time like he’s going to need. Would you consider letting 
me 


hire you on at the ranch? After Barney gets better, we could 
use 


you with some of the other chores there. There’s always 
calves 


or horses that need special care.” Frankly, Micah wasn’t 
making 


it up...completely. 
“You want to hire me? Like pay me? Just to take care of 


Barney? But, that’s not right. I'd be glad to take care of 
Barney 


for Able for nothin’. If | can help you, I’d be glad to, really.” 
Wally looked like he might bounce a little. 


“Is there anything else you can tell me about the two men 
you 


saw, Wally?” Officer Lambert asked, evidently ready to get 
the 


official part of this visit over. 
“Well, they were all covered in black clothes, even gloves. 


They didn’t talk to each other, just pointed and nodded 
every 


once in a while. | didn’t stay too long. | should have, huh? If | 


had | would have seen what they were doing and | could 
have 


told you and you all wouldn’t have got hurt. It’s my fault, 
isn’t 


it?” Now Wally was really agitated as his mind went through 
the 


scenario and came up with guilt. 
“No, Wally, you did just the right thing. If they had seen you 


they might have killed you. They already killed one man we 
know 


of. So, it was not your fault at all. We’re glad you told us 
what 


you did. You helped a lot, didn’t he, Officer Lambert?” Able’s 


voice just dared Lambert not to back him up and make 
Wally 


feel better. 

“Mr. Kenton is right, Wally. You did the right thing. Is that all 
you can think of?” Lambert asked. 

“Yeah, | think so,” Wally said, and then his stomach growled, 
loudly, and they all kind of chuckled. 


Able looked at his dad, who got the message. “Wally, it 
sounds 


like helping us out has made you miss your breakfast. How 
about 


you come with me? | own a restaurant and | need to get 
back to 


work. Until you’re ready to go to the ranch, why don’t you 
come 


with me, we'll eat, you can hang around the kitchen with 
me. 


You can even stay at my house until you’re ready to move to 
the 
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ranch. Is that okay with you? Could you do that? | know it 
will 


make Able and Micah feel better. They don’t want you to go 
back 


there because it might not be safe for you, and since you 
havea 


job waiting for you with Micah, it just makes sense to keep 
you 


safe, huh?” 


“Wow, Mr. Kenton, | can’t believe that. Um, come ’ere,” 
Wally 


curled his finger to get Adam closer so he could whisper, not 


quite low enough to not be heard, “Can | take a bath? | don’t 


want to bring nothin’ into your house? | try to keep clean, 
but 


sometimes, well, you know...” 


“We'll run by the house first. You can take a shower and | 
bet 


some of my clothes will fit you. Is there anything you need 
to get 


from where you were staying?” Adam showed clear concern, 
as 


if he thought Wally might really have something of value 
he’d 


want to go back for. 
“No sir, nothin’.” 
Before long, Micah and Able were alone in the room for the 


first time. Micah knew it wouldn’t last, but he wasn’t stupid. 
Very 


Slowly, taking great care, because he didn’t want to go 
down, 


Micah edged out of the bed. He stood still and held on until 


his head cleared a bit. He took the few steps needed to 
place 


him right by Able’s bed. He bent and put his hand on Able’s 


shoulder and his hip, pushing him over. Micah turned, sat 
down, 


and stretched out on his side, with his injured leg on top. 
Being 


two big men, there wasn’t really enough room to be 
comfortable, 


but he wanted to give comfort to—and receive it from— 
Able, 


not the bed. 


Able reached up and drew Micah’s head down to his, 
pressing 


their foreheads together. Micah looked right into his eyes 
and 


rolled his head back and forth. 
“We could so easily have been killed. If I’d hit my key first, 
you know we’d probably be in pieces now. God, we've got to 


stop these guys. Hon, I’m so glad you’re okay. | was so 
scared 


when you didn’t wake up.” Micah moved his head down a 
little 


and took Able’s lips. He knew better than to push too hard 
or 


get too passionate, considering the condition they were in, 
but 
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he needed this closeness right now. He was looking for 
shared 


comfort and reassurance. He felt Able’s hand settle softly on 
his 


head, caressing as he returned the gentle kiss. 

The door opened and someone cleared their throat. Shit. 
Micah thought he was about to wear that word out. 
Gingerly, Micah turned to see who was there and grinned 
when he saw it was Anthony. 

“Good thing it was me, guys. If it had been a doctor, you 


might get separated. How’d you get a room together 
anyway? 


Somebody’s got pull. You just can’t stay out of trouble, can 
you? 


Looks like you think this guy’s worth it, though.” Anthony 
closed 


the door and came over to help Micah to his feet and escort 
him 


back to his bed. He whistled when he saw the back of 
Micah’s 


leg. 


“That’s gotta hurt, and I’ve got to say it, that'll leave a 
mark.” 


“Funny. It’s fine.” Micah wanted to downplay it if he could. 
Too late. “What are you talking about? Damn, Micah, what 


happened? That looks bad.” Able looked like he wanted to 
get 


up now. 
“You stay there,” Micah said, frowning over at Anthony. 
“Hey, how’d I know he didn’t know about it?” 


Micah looked back at Able and confessed. “I pulled you 
away 


from the falling debris from the explosion and covered you. 
Hell, 


don’t look at me like that. What was | supposed to do with 
you 


out? Just leave you lying in the open and let stuff rain down 
on 


you? Not likely. A piece of hot metal landed on the back of 
my 


leg. | had a hard time getting it off without burning my 
hands.” 


“You saved me. My hero,” Able said, smiling at him, teasing. 


“Some hero. | wedged you up against the door of the car 
and 


covered you. You know, the car that was rigged to blow up, 
too. 


What if I'd bumped it too hard or...?” Micah stopped. Enough 
with the what ifs. 


“Like you had time to think of anything with hot metal 
raining 


down and you protecting me. Thanks, Micah.” 
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“Yeah, really, thanks, Micah,” Anthony added, then said, 
“What’s next? How you going to top this one?” 

Micah was afraid to think of anything worse happening. He 


looked at Able and figured they had matching expressions. 


ChaPteR nine 


Meanwhile, back at the ranch... 
Batman had followed Rankin and now stood just outside the 


tack room in the last of the three barns that were near the 
ranch 


house. There was one for cattle, one for the ranch’s horses, 
and 


one for equipment. This was the equipment barn and since 
it 


lacked all the hay and feed the others had, it had a good 
echo. 


Batman had no trouble listening to Rankin’s call. The longer 
he 


listened, the madder he got. 
“.,.don’t care what they want. You told me all | had to do 


was little stuff. You didn’t say anything about killing any 
animals. 


Not that | don’t hate the damn things. God, the smell around 


here is enough to make me puke. Hey, they already suspect 
me 


of something after | got caught those two times. Seems | 
never 


go anywhere that one of those three hicks isn’t following 
me. 


No, | told you, no way. Yeah, | could probably do that. Hell 
no, 


they keep it locked now. There’s no way to...oh, well yeah, 
you're 


right, that would probably do it. Fine, l'Il try it, but if | get 
caught 


you better get someone down here to get me out of it. | 
don’t 


know; you’re the one with all the connections. Okay! 
Tonight. 


Jeez, will you give it a rest? Fine, yes ma'am, but when | do 
this, 


we're even and | don’t owe you anymore. I’m leaving once 
this 


is done.” 
Batman stayed where he was for a long time, giving Rankin 


time to get out of that barn. He watched Rankin go into the 
horse 


barn and then hurried to find Ronnie. They’d be sure to 
watch 


Rankin closely tonight and catch him at whatever he 
planned on 


doing. They brought Jack into it, too. 


As evening drew near, he and Ronnie walked up to the 
house 


for supper with Avery and BJ. He was getting used to 
thinking 


of Momm as Avery. The guy must have some hard things to 


get over, but he seemed to be happier than he was and 
Batman 
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figured BJ was the reason. Whatever worked for them. 
Using his key, he and Ronnie went in and locked the door 


behind them. He debated telling Avery about what he’d 
heard, 


but decided he would keep both men in the loop. As they 
sat 


down to another delicious-smelling supper—spaghetti this 
time—he brought it up. 
“I need you two to be extra vigilant tonight. | overheard 


Rankin talking to someone—| assume his mother, 
considering 


the way he was talking. He plans on doing something 
tonight. 


She evidently wanted him to kill an animal or something 
and he 


refused, but agreed to do something else. We've got Jack 
keeping 


an eye on him, but you all need to be aware that 
something’s up 


so there are no surprises. Keep a gun out and handy, Avery. 
| 


know you can shoot.” Batman looked at both young men as 
he 


twirled the spaghetti on his fork. Damn, these two can cook. 
“It’s already out, two, actually. One is in the office, right on 
the desk under some papers, and one in the living room. You 


don’t think he'll try something here, do you? Wait, if you 
know 


he’s going to do something, why don’t you just tie him up or 
do 


something so he can’t?” Avery asked, though he didn’t 
sound as 


scared as Batman would have expected. 
“I’m not sure what to expect. | just know something is going 


to happen. And we want him to go ahead so we can see 
what 


he does have planned. Micah needs answers. We all know 
this 


Rankin is here for something. What’s for dessert?” Batman 
was 


having to work hard not to drool as BJ got up and brought in 
a 


steaming dish. 
“Peach cobbler? Oh no, you didn’t. Micah will be pissed 


he missed it.” Batman was all smiles, though—clearly 
thinking 


Micah’s loss was his gain. 
“I'll make him one anytime. This is practice. | know | still 


don’t have it just like his mother made it. He says he likes it, 
but 


l'm missing something.” 

“God, | don’t know what. This is delicious, huh, Ronnie?” 
Ronnie just nodded as he chewed, his face blissful. 
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BJ and Avery decided to stay up, waiting for whatever was 
going to happen. Neither wanted to be surprised in bed, so 


they put their pajamas on and settled in the office. Avery 
was 


on the couch thumbing through his new Everyday with 
Rachael 


Ray, looking for recipes, and BJ was going through the files 
once 


again. He’d said he was determined to find what was 
nagging at 


him. Something about the notes on the margins, he said. 
“Ha-ah!” BJ yelled loudly and Avery jumped so hard he 
literally fell off the couch. 

“What? Where is he? What’s...?” Avery looked up to see BJ 


waving a piece of paper and doing a happy dance behind 
Micah’s 


desk. 
“Damn, you scared the crap out of me. What in the world?” 
Avery felt stupid now and climbed back up on the couch. BJ 


came around the desk and sat by him on the couch. When 
BJ put 


one hand behind his neck and drew Avery in for a quick, 
sweet 


kiss, it went a long way toward forgiving him. 
“I’m sorry. That was dumb of me since we're expecting who 


knows what to happen, but Avery, | found it. | know what’s 
been 


bugging me. Remember | said | was sure it was something 
about 


the notes on the margin? Well, look at this. See here, where 
Mr. 


Townsend wrote that he wondered if maybe there was a 
plant 


in his office working for this GV, which | now know is Global 
Vistas.” 

“Okay, so how many people worked in his office?” Avery 
asked. 

“You're going to love this. Two. Me and Ms. Daniels. And see 


here, he added initials with a question mark. The initials are 
JD. 


It didn’t make sense to me before. What if it stands for 
Rankin’s 


mother? | don’t know her first name. To me, she was just Ms. 


Daniels. | worked more with him, really, and pretty closely. 
What 


if her first name starts with a J and he suspected that she 
was a 


plant in his office, there to spy on him to see what 
information 


he had on Global Vistas and any of their activities.” BJ was 
SO 
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excited, he was the one bouncing now. 

“If they thought that, why go through having her work there 
for that long undercover?” Avery asked. 

“I guess they’d have to know what all he knew, and if he’d 


done anything with the information that could come back to 
bite 


them in the ass if he died. | bet she caught on to him 
suspecting 


her. Maybe she saw the files before Townsend hid them with 


me. She told them and they came in and killed him. It 
makes 


sense. Now the boss, this Friedkin, has to find out what’s in 
these 


files. I’m sure he thought he’d be able to find them. | mean, 
they 


followed Able and Micah to Able’s place and looked for it. 
Now 


he’s tried to kill them.” BJ got quiet. 
“Can | tell you how glad | am that they don’t know where 


you are?” Avery said, reaching down and taking BJ’s hand in 
his. 


“By the way, it’s been a while since you said your stomach 
hurt. 


Is it better? Are you still having any pain? You’d tell me 
wouldn't 


you?” 


“Yeah, | would. You take such good care of everyone, 
including 


me. I’ve noticed that you always make sure there’s 
something for 


me that won’t hurt my stomach. I think it was stress, you 
know? 


I’m feeling less of that here with you. You have a very 
calming 


effect on me, Avery.” 

“I think you’re the first person to ever say that. | want to be 
good for you. So, what now?” 

“How long will it take them to figure out to check the ranch? 


It’s the next logical place. After all, they sent Rankin here, 
probably 


to see if there might be something he could relay back to 
them. 


Now they have him sabotaging things. Do you think he’d 
really 


hurt anything or anybody?” BJ asked, squeezing Avery’s 
hand. 


“It sounded like he didn’t want to go that far. | guess we'll 
find 


out before the night’s over. What do you say we turn the 
lights 


off and just sit here in the dark? If there’s a light on, he 
might 


not try anything.” Avery sounded like he was anxious for 
Rankin 


to try something. 
“So you think he’s heading for the house to do his dirty 
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work?” BJ's eyebrows raised and he tilted his head, as if 
thinking 


about the ramifications of that. 
“Who knows? But I’m ready either way.” Avery stated firmly. 
“| have a better idea. Why don’t we leave just the light on 


Micah’s desk on? If he does want to know anything he must 
be 


heading up here to see what information Micah has, so it 
makes 


sense that he’d come in here. l'Il sit there and you can sit in 
that 


chair over there that is hidden when the door is open. We'll 
just 


try it and see if he takes the bait.” BJ suggested. 


“That makes you the bait. | don’t think | like that.” Avery 
was 


actually sure he didn’t like it. 
“He already said he didn’t want to kill anyone. You can take 


the gun over there with you. If he does come in and 
threatens me, 


you can get the drop on him. God, | sound like an old 
western. 


I’m playing the tough cowboy before | even learn to ride.” BJ 
chuckled at his choice of words. 

“You can be my tough cowboy, and l'Il even try to learn to 
ride with you. How’s that?” Avery looked so proud of himself 
that BJ laughed. 

“You'd do that for me? Face your fear of those animals out 


there?” It was funny, but really, it meant a lot to BJ that 
Avery 


would think about doing that just to have the experience 
with 


him. “You’re the best. You’re my tough cowboy, too.” BJ 
leaned 


in for another kiss, this one lasting a little longer. 


“Mmm, that’s nice,” Avery said, taking still another quick 
kiss 


before pulling back. 


“Okay, let’s do this. It’s getting really late and I’d bet he’s 
going 


to try something soon. So, how’s he going to get in here 
with the 


house locked now?” Avery was thinking out loud. 
“I imagine he’s going to do something out there to create a 


diversion, maybe get us all to run out to help. That would 
make 


sense. He’d be hoping we’d forget to lock up if there was an 
emergency.” BJ suggested. 

“You’re smart, huh? Okay. | Know that Batman and Ronnie 
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are in the living room on the chairs. I’m going to run this by 
them 


and tell them if they get called out to leave the door 
unlocked and 


we'll handle it if he comes in here. He’s only one guy after 
all, and 


there’re two of us, and a gun.” 


Avery hopped up and headed out to talk to Batman and 


Ronnie. The two big guards told them they had decided that 


they had to follow their usual schedule or Rankin wouldn’t 
try 


anything, and they wanted this over. They were both sitting 
up 


when Avery went in. He told them the plan he and BJ had 
come 


up with and tried not to be hurt when they both said, “No 
way!” 


at the same time. 
“How else will we catch him? You know I can shoot and I’m 


going to be hidden. We’re not trying to be heroes, but BJ has 
a 


point. We think that what Rankin is here for is to see if Micah 
has 


any information on Global Vistas. In other words, the files. 
One 


of you could stay here, but that would tip him off. Batman, 
you 


really can trust me. I’m not the total goofball | act like 
sometimes. 


I’m taking this seriously.” It meant a lot to Avery to be 
considered 


both strong and grown up enough to handle this situation. 


“Micah would absolutely kill me if he knew | was even 
thinking about it. You don’t do anything stupid, you hear me. 
Micah thinks very highly of you and I don’t want to face him 


if anything goes wrong.” Batman was shaking his head as if 
he 


couldn't believe he was going along with this. 

Batman’s cell phone rang. His eyes went to Avery’s and he 
answered it. His eyes bugged and he was up immediately. 
“Okay, we’re on the way. Get the hoses, hook them up. We'll 


call the fire department. Be careful, hear? Get all the guys 
to help. 


Shit, | should’ve figured it out. Go! We’re on the way.” He 
put 


his phone back in his pocket and he and Ronnie headed for 
the 


door. 

“Batman!” Avery stood with his hands on his hips in 
exasperation. 

“Oh, shit. Sorry. The equipment barn’s on fire. We’re going 


down there. You call the fire department and the sheriff ’s 
office. 
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This was no accident. You two be careful now, you hear?” 
Batman 


said, on the run. Avery saw the door standing open and left 
it like 


that. Showtime! 
Avery headed for the near-dark office to tell BJ what was 


happening. He made the calls quickly so BJ could hear him 
and 


know what was going on. Avery figured Rankin would show 
up 


soon if what they suspected was true. He put his phone up 
and 


grabbed the gun from the desk, taking it back to the chair 
where 


they had hidden several pieces of rope. Avery almost 
chuckled at 


how much they had. It was probably overkill, but he’d never 
done 


anything like this before, so he was a little more than 
prepared. 


He looked at BJ and smiled when BJ winked at him. This was 
exciting, more so for sharing it with BJ. 


They were silent, listening to the chaos outside as men 
yelled 


and water rushed. It would take a while for the emergency 
vehicles 


to get there, so they would have to try to save things with 
what 


they had available. Micah had a huge water tank near the 
barns 


for just this reason. Avery kept his eyes on BJ as they 
listened for 


sounds inside the house. Suddenly, BJ’s head raised and he 
put his 


finger to his lips, then dipped his head back down. 


Avery heard the steps now, slow and stealthy, headed right 
for 


the office and stopping in the doorway. 
“Well, fuck me, if it isn’t perfect little Bobby Jaye. Whatcha 


got there, buddy?” Rankin stayed in the doorway, which 
pissed 


Avery off. He wanted him inside the room. 

“Hello, R.J. Or should | call you, uh, Rankin, is it?” BJ looked 
up calmly. 

“Either. The R stands for Rankin. | just hate it. | think you 


might need to hand over those files. | know a lot of people 
have 


gone to a lot of trouble for them. Now, fold them up nicely 
and 


hand them over. Then | can get off this Godforsaken place.” 
Rankin still stood in the doorway. 

“Why should I give them to you? Tell me, were you part 

of killing Mr. Townsend? How many years will that get you, | 


wonder?” BJ said, though he was folding the files and 
stacking 
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them neatly like he was going to do as he was told. 

“Hey, | didn’t have anything to do with that. It was all 
Freakman.” Rankin shouted. 

“With the help of your mother, though, right? How is Judy? 
She still holding the purse strings?” BJ taunted. 

“Judy who? It’s Janice and she’s just fine, not that it’s any 


of your business. Hand ’em over.” Rankin took a step into 
the 


room. 
BJ stood, but stayed behind the desk, holding the files in his 


arms, forcing Rankin to come forward. Finally he did, 
walking 


right up to the desk like he was taking candy from a baby. 
“You're such a little shit. What are you even doing here?” 
Rankin held his hand out for the files. 

Avery moved up silently behind Rankin and put the gun to 


the middle of his spine. He pushed it in so Rankin would feel 
it. 


“In case you’re wondering, that’s a 9 mm. It’s loaded and if 
it 


goes off you'll never walk again, and that’s if you live. | 
wouldn’t 


move a muscle if | were you.” Avery felt nine feet tall. 
Rankin 


froze, as expected. 
“What the fuck? Who are you? Bobby Jaye, call him off and 


l'Il help you get out of trouble.” Rankin was trying, but it was 
a 


poor attempt. 
“I’m not the one in trouble. Avery, don’t take that gun off 


him, not even a little. Here’s what we’re going to do. Rankin, 
take 


a step back. Avery will move with you. Good, now another 
one. 


Good job. Now, Avery, Rankin is going to go to his knees and 


then lay flat on the floor on his stomach. You keep that gun 
on 


him, and be careful. We’re not going to shoot him unless he 
tries 


something. Move, Rankin.” BJ’s voice was serious and Avery 
was 


proud of him. 
Avery was very careful to keep pressure on Rankin’s back as 


he did what BJ had ordered. BJ got up and came around the 
desk, 


grabbed the pieces of rope from the floor by Avery’s chair, 
and 


was careful to stay out of Rankin’s reach until he was tied. 
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neck and be careful not to shoot unless | say so. Rankin, put 
your 


hands behind your back. Yeah, | know you have a full 
vocabulary 


of swear words. Avery, I’ve got his hands tied good and 
tight. Do 


you want to keep the gun or tie his feet?” BJ was sweet, 
giving 


him the choice in case this was freaking him out, but 
frankly, he 


was fine. 


“I’m good with the gun. It sure is doing the trick, keeping 
him 


still. "Course, | guess walking is important to him.” Avery 
said, 


moving around to let BJ work on getting Rankin tied up 
tightly. 


They could hear sirens now and they sat on the floor 
together, 


ignoring Rankin’s foul mouth and waiting for either the 
sheriff 


or Batman to show up. 


It was both of them. They rushed into the room together 
and 


stopped wide-eyed at the sight in front of them. 
“Well, boys, I’d say that’s a good night’s work there. | take it 


this is the one who started the fire?” the sheriff asked, 
looking 


back and forth between BJ, Avery, and Batman. 
“No doubt about it. Jack followed him halfway up here after 


calling me about the fire. It’s under control, by the way. Uh, 
Avery, 


you want to pass me that gun now?” Batman said, reaching 
out 


for it. 
“Sure do. That was enough excitement for me for a long 


time. Take it. By the way, he admitted that his mother 
worked for 


Friedkin and that Friedkin was the one who killed Mr. 
Townsend. 


| learned that his mother’s name is Janice. That’s info for 
Micah 


and the police in the city.” 


“Mr. Daniels, I’m going to take your arm and pull you up 
after 


Batman here unties your feet. | suggest you don’t try 
anything.” 


“If you put a gun in his back, he’ll go right along with no 


trouble. It works real well,” Avery said, smirking as Rankin 
glared 


at him. 
Batman turned to the sheriff and said, “Micah and Able are 


both in the hospital, so since we’ve got things under control 
here, 


I’m going to wait until morning to call him. Good job, guys,” 
he 
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said to BJ and Avery. 
As the sheriff headed out of the room, Avery stopped them, 


saying, “Wait. If he called his mother and she told him to do 
this, 


is she expecting a call back telling her he was successful? 
What 


happens if he doesn’t call?” 
“Good question, Avery. What about it, Rankin? | think you’d 


better tell me how to get in touch with your mother and 
where 


she’s hiding. Are the bomb thugs heading here next if she 
doesn’t 


get that call from you?” BJ asked, hands on his hips. Avery 


thought he looked delicious standing there in his sexy 
pajamas 


acting all tough. 
Rankin stood, mute, glaring at all of them. 


Batman snorted and said to the sheriff, “John, can you give 
us 


a few minutes here?” 


Avery’s mouth dropped when the sheriff walked out, leaving 


the four of them in the office. Rankin took a step like he was 
really going to get somewhere. 
“I got this, Batman. Could | have that gun back?” Avery said, 


unable to stop the smirk from spreading over his face at 
Rankin’s 


eyes. 


“You can’t do that! There’s a sheriff out there. He’s not 
going 


to let you...hey!” This last yell came when Avery put the gun 


to Rankin’s spine again. Rankin shut up and stood still. 
Avery 


looked at BJ for guidance. He had perfect faith in BJ and his 
quick mind. 

BJ moved around to stand in front of Rankin and said, “Give 
me your phone.” 

“It’s in my pocket. Don’t have too much fun getting it out, 
okay?” 

“Ew, like l’d ever.” BJ] made short work of finding and 


extracting the phone. He flipped it open and scrolled down 
the 


numbers until he found what he was looking for. 


“Aw, Mom. So, I’m going to call Mom and you're going to 


tell her that you started the fire like she suggested and that 
you 
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weren't able to get anything from here because it was 
locked, and 


there was a guard on duty. If you say anything besides that, 
l'Il let 


Avery use that toy he’s so fascinated with. Tell her you can’t 
talk 


now and you'll call her tomorrow. Don’t stray from what | tell 


you or you won’t ever see dear old Mom again. Got it?” 
Damn! 


BJ sounded like Dirty Harry. Avery liked it. 
It went like clockwork. Rankin said exactly what they’d told 


him to and even managed to sound surly, like he usually did 
when 


he talked to her. He said he’d talk to her tomorrow. She was 


yelling so loudly at him they could hear a few words, like 
fool 


and idiot. Such a warm, maternal woman. They all looked at 
each 


other and rolled their eyes. BJ closed the phone before 
Rankin 


could say anything else. 
All of a sudden the sheriff was back, taking Rankin by the 


arm and leading him out the door. Batman went out with 
them 


and BJ closed the door behind him. 
“We probably don’t have a lot of time before he comes back 


in here. | could use a hug. You did such a good job, baby. | 
was 


so proud of how strong you were, Avery Strong. You’ve 
chosen 


the perfect name.” BJ walked to Avery and wrapped him up 
in an 


embrace. Avery felt like he was completely enclosed in 
warmth 


and approval. Besides Micah, he’d never felt anything like 
this in 


his life. And BJ knew his whole story. 

“I love it when you put your arms around me. It makes me 
feel so good, so...” Avery stopped, at a loss for words. 
“Cherished? That’s how you should feel.” BJ held Avery to 


him, one hand on the back of his head, the other pressing 
on 


Avery’s back, keeping them tight together. “Are you coming 
down 


yet from the adrenaline rush? Trust me, you will. That went 
very 


well, didn’t it? Just like we orchestrated it. | guess we 
weren't in 


that much danger since he didn’t have a weapon or 
anything, but 


it was very exciting. You think we'll be able to sleep 
tonight?” 


“Doesn't matter. As long as we're together I’d be happy to 
just lay there awake all night. | can’t wait to call Micah in the 


morning. Or well, | guess Batman will. He’s gonna freak out. 
So, 


l'm sure Batman is finding out where the infamous Ms. 
Daniels 
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is located so they can go get her. Maybe we'll come out of 
all this 


without anyone else getting hurt.” 


“Hopefully so. Oh, here he comes.” Avery stepped away 
from 


BJ to open the door for Batman. 


“Did you find out where she is?” he asked. 


“Sure did. The sheriff is giving us a little leeway in this since 
we're working on a case and there’s more to it. l'II call Micah 


early in the morning. I’m sure they'll be awake since nurses 
wake 


you up at the crack of dawn to check everything over that 
they 


probably checked two hours ago anyway. You guys did good 


tonight. Why don’t you all hit the hay? | have a feeling 
things will 


happen early tomorrow.” Batman waved them off to the 
rooms 


behind the kitchen. 

“What about you all? Are you staying in the house tonight?” 
Avery asked. 

“Nah, | figure with Rankin gone, it'll be quiet for a while. For 


tonight, I’m going to stay down at the barn and make sure 
the 


fire is completely out and no one is lurking. | don’t think 
there 


are any others, but I’m not going to be stupid. Keep the door 


locked. Ronnie is going to be down there with me. l'Il see 
you all 


for breakfast.” With that, Batman headed out and Avery 
locked 


the door behind him. 
When he turned around, BJ was standing there holding out 
his hand in an obvious invitation. Avery smiled and took BJ’s 


hand, walking back with him to their bedroom. He was 
beginning 


to feel what BJ had talked about. He wasn’t shaking actually, 
but 


he was feeling kind of strange, like slow and draggy. Now 
that 


the excitement was over, he was tired. He just wanted to lie 
down 


with BJ. He really liked sleeping with BJ. 
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“Shit! No way! Is anyone hurt?” Able jerked and turned 


his head toward Micah as he listened to Batman early the 
next 


morning. “No? Good. Yeah, that’s good, but...you what? No, 
you didn’t. What were you thinking? | don’t care if it turned 


out okay, you should have known better than...fine. I’m 
calm,” 


Micah finally chuckled as he admitted to Batman that the 
last 


part might be a lie. “Okay, I’m a little calmer. So, uh, Avery 
did 


good, huh? Different, hmm? Yeah, that’s great. Okay, take 
stock 


of everything that needs to be done and we'll be there as 
soon 


as we can.” 


Able was getting agitated so Micah told Batman he would 
Call 


and talk to Avery in a few minutes, after he filled Able in on 
what 


had happened. Able’s eyes grew wide as Micah told him 
about 


the fire and how Avery and BJ had set Rankin up and taken 
him 


down. 


“Well, it sounds like Momm has grown up as well as 
changing 


his name to Avery. Good morning, by the way. How’s your 
head, 


and your leg?” Able looked at Micah as if he’d like to come 
find 


out for himself. 
“I’m better this morning. Sore, l'Il admit that. The leg hurts 


like a motherfucker, but my head is a little better. How 
about 


you? I’d come over there but I’m sure we're due for 
company any 


minute. They’ve been pretty regular about that. l'Il make it 
up to 


you later, okay?” Micah promised. 
“I'll hold you to that,” Able grinned back at him. 


“I’m going to call Avery now. What do you want to bet | 
wake 


him up?” 


Able chuckled a little, but was quiet about it. Micah could 
see 


his head was still hurting pretty badly. 

Micah called Stone Canyon. 

“lo? Micah? God, what time is it? Oh! Did you hear? There’s 
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so much to tell you. We set a trap for Rankin and he took 
the bait 


and | held a gun on him while BJ tied him up and he 
admitted that 


the Friedkin guy is the one who killed the lawyer and his 
mother 


was the one who sent him here and was telling him what to 
do. 


He wanted the files. The sheriff has him and he told Batman 


where she is and he started a fire to get everyone out of 
here, but 


we stayed and—” 

“Is that how you answer my phone?” Micah teased, wanting 
Avery to stop and take a breath. 

Avery laughed and said, “No, I’m usually very professional. 


How are you and Able doing? Do you know when you'll get 
out 


of the hospital? If you all were here, I’d take care of you 
both.” 


“FIL get back to you on that later this morning. You deserve 


a break so you can sleep in if you want. You did a good job 
last 


night. I’ve about decided not to ground you for taking such a 
chance.” 


“That’s okay. We'll get up and fix breakfast for the guys. By 
the 


way, BJ figured out what it was that was bothering him 
about the 


notes. BJ, you want to tell him? Okay, | will. He says to tell 
you. 


He noticed...” Avery went on to tell Micah about BJ's findings 


and their questioning of Rankin about her name. He was 
proud 


that Avery thought to have Rankin call her and to make him 
tell 


them where she was. He’d get that information from 
Batman and 


find out the best way to handle things. 
Micah thought about calling in Officers Lambert and 


Cambridge and telling them what had happened, but it 
wasn't 


their jurisdiction, and so far it was hearsay about Friedkin 
being 


the one who killed the lawyer. If they got more information, 
they’d let the officers know. 
Micah knew one thing. He and Able needed to get back to 


the ranch. This aborted attempt to get the files and take 
care of 


anyone who knew what was in them made it even more 
dangerous 


for everyone involved. It looked like the people at Global 
Vistas 


knew that the files were at the ranch, so Micah needed to be 
there. It wouldn’t do for them to try a stronger attack on the 
ranch without him there. 

Stone Canyon 183 

He knew it was going to be a hard sell with the doctors. He 


already knew there was no way either of them could fly with 
their 


concussions. So it would have to be a road trip. They 
shouldn't 


do that, either, but it was imperative that they get back to 
the 


ranch. They’d need to see if the dog was well enough to 
travel 


with them. He’d have to get a new Suburban for Able—and 
he 


wouldn't listen to any arguments. They’d use it to get them 
all to 


the ranch and then it would be Able’s vehicle. 

Micah decided he needed to talk to Able’s dad and see how 
much of this he could handle for them while he tackled the 
doctors about when they could leave, if they promised to be 


careful. When Able’s dad had shown up at the hospital and 
things 


had settled, they swapped all the important phone numbers 
in 


both phones so they’d never have trouble reaching each 
other 


again. 
When Micah got Adam on the phone, he was surprised when 


Adam offered to drive them down, giving them a better 
chance 


of getting to leave. He said he’d call the vet and see about 
Barney, 


and with Wally going with them, he could take care of the 
dog 


on the way, walking it at rest stops and so on. That was if 
the dog 


was well enough to travel. 
It was coming together. Now, if they could all get permission 
to go. He’d feel better able to protect everyone at the ranch. 


Micah had this gut feeling that the people running this show 
were 


about to make a concentrated run at the ranch. The 
possibility of 


them killing or taking hostages in order to make Micah give 
up 


the information made him almost sick with worry. 
The doctor came in and Micah knew the game was on. He 


had to convince the doctor that they weren’t safe staying 
there 


and that the doctor really didn’t want to risk anyone or 
anything 


at the hospital if these guys came after them there. He 
would 


explain that Mr. Kenton had agreed to do the driving and 
he’d 


find out what needed to be done to keep them both safe 
and 


healthy, but they had to go. 


By three that afternoon a brand new navy Suburban was on 
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the road, heading for Stone Canyon Ranch. Wally sat by 
Adam 


in the front and Micah and Able rested together in the 
middle 


seats. Barney slept on a rug in the back with the luggage. 
Adam 


and Wally talked quietly and Micah realized that the two 
men had 


found common ground and got along like old friends. Barney 


was bandaged and still sedated a bit, but was able to stand 
and 


go to the bathroom. Micah and Able had pillows and took 
turns 


lying across the seat with their heads resting on the other’s 
lap. 


Able was refusing to take the new Suburban, but Micah 
would 


win that one eventually. 


He’d decided to talk to the police after all to find out the 
best 


way to deal with this situation from a legal standpoint. 
Officer 


Lambert made some calls and found some retired officers 
who 


were willing to work undercover for a few days on the ranch 


to strengthen the forces there. He also got in touch with 
local 


officers, including the sheriff that had come out to the 
house. 


They were all given the information and would be ready to 
assist 


when and if they were called. 
Micah didn’t know if they were planning for something that 


would never happen, but he wasn’t willing to subject any of 
his 


people to possible injury due to his not being ready. He 
wasn't 


into posturing and acting like he didn’t need help from 
others. 


That wasn’t him at all. 
He remembered Ted Stone teasing him when he had been 


with the Stones for about a year. He’d been acting just like 
that, 


like he could handle anything and didn’t need to be taught 
or 


helped. Full of himself, is what he was. Ted had laughed and 


teased Micah, putting his hands on his hips and strutting 
around, 


saying “I’m rough and I’m tough and | wear my dighties 
low!” 


Micah had been embarrassed and had tried to be mad, but 
Ted 


had looked so silly and he’d realized that Ted was showing 
him 


how silly he was. He remembered that, along with 
everything else 


Ted Stone had ever uttered. 
Now he might be accused of being over-prepared, but he 


preferred that to being surprised. He looked forward to 
meeting 


the men who would be working/guarding at his ranch. 
Batman 
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had been brought up to speed on what was happening and 
he, 


Ronnie, and Jack would get them all settled in the 
bunkhouse and 


find them work to do that would keep them handy and 
ready to 


provide whatever support was needed. 


By the time the Suburban drove into the lot by the house at 


the ranch, Micah’s head was pounding and he could only 
imagine 


that Able was in worse shape. As soon as the car came to a 
stop it 


was surrounded by Micah’s first line of defense. Batman, 
Ronnie, 


Jack, Mo...Avery, and now BJ had been added to the bunch. 
It 


seemed that Avery had warned the others to be quiet 
because 


Micah and Able had headaches. Micah would thank him for 
that 


later. 
Doors magically opened and hands extended to help both 


him and Able out of the car. Avery and BJ stood close and 
held 


their arms as they steadied themselves on their feet after 
the long 


ride on top of their poor, aching heads. Batman and Ronnie 
went 


to the back to open the door for Barney. When Barney 
growled 


they both stepped back. BJ and Able moved to the back and 
Able 


calmed Barney and stood, rocking a little, as Barney was 
helped 


out and Avery and BJ took over, leading the dog to the 
house. 


“Uh, Avery? The house?” Micah asked, not wanting to make 


Able mad, but not knowing how Barney would do in his 
smaller 


area. The ranch house was big, but not what Barney was 
used 


to. 
“The house is the temporary infirmary. Don’t start with me, 


Micah. I’ve got the bed ready for you all and a place made 
for 


Barney. You need rest and medicine for that head. What can 
you 


take? Did they give you something? We're going to take 
care of 


you for a change and you’re going to let us.” 
“Okay.” Micah didn’t have any fight in him right then. He did 


enjoy the surprised look that his easy acquiescence put on 
Avery’s 


face, though. 


Batman and Ronnie were introduced to Adam and Wally, 
who 


took over with Barney. Adam shook hands with BJ and Avery 
and asked if he had room for two more in the house. 
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“Of course we do. This is great. I’ve got a meal ready and 


we can do some quiet talking during that, and then it’s 
meds and 


beds for these two. Adam, Micah said you own a restaurant. 
I'd 


love to cook with you. | hope you like what I’ve got for 
Supper. 


It might not be up to your standards, but—” 
Adam interrupted him to say, “Avery, I’m a cook, not a critic. 


l'm starving and can’t wait to see what you have for us. It'll 
be 


great. Micah says you’re a wonder in the kitchen.” 
Micah got a warm feeling when he saw Avery stand a little 


taller and look over at him with pride. Seeing the look that 
passed 


between BJ and Avery made him feel even better. He 
needed 


to find out how far along in his studies BJ was and if there 
was 


something he could do to help him. 


Soon, they were all sitting around the big table in the dining 


room enjoying roast, potatoes, carrots, mushroom, onions, 
and 


gravy. Avery knew it was one of Micah’s favorite meals. It 
was no 


mistake that it was on the table tonight. As Avery had 
directed, 


everyone spoke quietly in deference to the condition of Able 
and 


Micah’s heads. Micah and Able took turns talking, telling 
about 


the blast and how Wally had come to help and then been 
offered 


a job at the ranch. Now Wally was sitting proud and smiling. 
BJ told them all about what he suspected from reading 


Townsend's shorthanded notes, which Micah and Able 
hadn't 


completely understood, including the notes about Rankin’s 


mother, and that it might be why the lawyer had been killed 
and 


why they needed those files so badly. Omar Friedkin and 
Global 


Vistas couldn’t let the information that Bill Townsend had 


gathered get out. Those files told about underhanded 
practices 


used to acquire land for development projects. Unhappy 
people 


had been ready to talk about how they’d been coerced and 


threatened before they finally relocated. There were deaths 
that 


would bear further investigation. Names were given in some 
instances and leads to more information were there as well. 


Avery explained that he and BJ had talked about him 
changing 


his name and he thanked them for adjusting so quickly to 
his new 


one. He was very happy with his new name and anxious to 
get it 
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legally changed. He proudly told Micah that BJ could help 
him 


with the proper papers since he’d worked on something 
similar 


before with Mr. Townsend. 
Micah and Able told them about the new men coming to the 


ranch to help guard and protect if need be. They would be in 
the 


bunkhouse. Adam offered to help the cook down there if the 
new numbers made his job harder. 
“You're staying here?” Micah asked. 


“If that’s all right. | have a vested interest in this working 
out 


well. My other two boys would love to see this place, too, | 
bet. 


What do you think, Able?” Adam said, smiling over at his 
first 


son. 


“They'd love it. It’s beautiful and exciting and different. 
When 


this is all over, can we have a big party and invite them all?” 
Able 


addressed the last to Micah. 
“For sure. l'Il let Avery and Adam do the planning as soon as 


we have something to celebrate. Avery, your new name fits 
right 


in with the Kenton’s As, Adam, Able, Anthony, and Andrew. 
What about your last name?” Micah looked at Avery. 
“Strong. It’s as close as | can get to Stone without outright 


stealing your name and my middle name is Goode with ane 
on 


the end of it. l'Il sign things Avery G. Strong. It feels right. | 
like 


it.” 
Micah looked at him for a few seconds and then said, giving 
away his understanding, “And you are indeed.” 


Avery’s eyes widened and he blushed. It looked like he 
realized 


that Micah had put it all together and approved of not only 
his 


choice but his reasoning. Micah was so proud of the young 
man 


who had become a friend to him. 

Batman said, “Ronnie and I are heading to the bunkhouse 
right after dessert. There is dessert, right?” 

“Oh, I forgot. How silly of me,” Avery said, looking at the 


sad faces around the table. “Jeez. Of course, there’s 
dessert.” 


BJ popped up and said, “lIl get it. You make a place for it.” 
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The two young men got up and in seconds, plates were 
removed 


and dessert plates set on the table. Avery moved the 
centerpiece 


to the table in the corner and BJ came in with a huge glass 
dish 


with a berry trifle in it. It was a work of art, with alternating 
layers 


of angel food cake, pudding, and multi-colored fruits. There 
were 


strawberries, blueberries, bananas, and mandarin oranges. 
It was 


topped with whipped cream sprinkled with toasted coconut. 
“It’s almost a shame to ruin. So, everybody get a good 


look because | can’t wait to taste that.” Adam said. 
Everybody 


chuckled and eagerly gathered plates and waited for theirs 
to be 


dished up. 


There were sighs all around as they devoured the whole 
trifle. 


Avery and BJ high-fived and moved their chairs back. 
Wally spoke up to say, “I’d like to live in the bunkhouse like 


a real cowboy, but | should stay here with Barney. That’s my 
job. 


Can | make a pallet on the floor in there where he is? As 
soon 


as he’s better l'Il move down there and you all won’t have 
me 


underfoot all the time.” 


“Wally, I’d rather you stayed at the house until we’re sure 
it’s 


safe around here. After we deal with whatever’s coming, 
then you 


can live anywhere you want. If you want to keep a room 
here at 


the house, there’s plenty of space, but if you’d rather live in 
the 


bunkhouse, that’s fine, too. Careful, though, Cook down 
there 


might put you to work.” Micah knew that Wally would fit 
right in 


with his group of men. 
Wally looked proud as punch as he said, “I want to be where 


I’m most needed. | want to make you glad you hired me, so 
II 


do whatever you Say.” 
“That’s great, Wally, but listen now, here on the ranch it’s 
pretty democratic. If you have a suggestion of how to make 


things better or if there’s something you need, you let me 
know. 


| own the place, but I’m just one of the men, too. We all 
work 


together here. I’m glad to have you on the ranch.” Micah 
ignored 


the tears in the man’s eyes as he lowered his head, 
nodding. 


Avery got up and hustled them quietly to their respective 
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rooms. He put Adam in one far from Able and Micah, and 
Micah 


could have hugged him for that. It might be a while before 
they 


were up to doing anything that would make noise, but he 
certainly 


planned on getting back to it as soon as they were better. 
Wally 


insisted that he needed to be downstairs close to Barney, so 
BJ 


helped him get a comfy pallet made. Able had fed the dog 
and 


spent some time with him. 
The next morning the phone rang when it was still dark and 


everyone was still asleep. Micah answered, blearily, “Yeah, 
Bat. Is 


there a problem?” 


“You need to get up, dressed, and meet me at the back 
door. 


You have a visitor. You might want to tell BJ to stay hidden 
for 


right now, too. You’re not going to believe this.” 
Able turned slowly, rubbing his hand over his face, as he 
asked, “What’s up?” 


“Batman says we have a visitor that we’re not going to 
believe. 


You feel like getting dressed and coming down with me?” 
Micah 


would certainly handle this on his own if Able needed more 
rest. 

“Sure. Bound to be interesting if Batman felt he should wake 
us Up.” 

“Yeah, he said to keep BJ hidden for a while. What do you 
want to bet we’re about to meet Ms. Daniels again?” Micah 
couldn’t think of anyone else they’d need to hide BJ from. 

A few minutes later they were at the back door. Luckily 


Wally and Barney were situated out of the way, off to the 
left. 


Micah opened the door and found, as he’d expected, Ms. 
Daniels 


standing there, looking righteously indignant. Not that she 
hada 


right to the righteous part. 
“Well, we meet again, Ms. Daniels. Come in, won’t you? Be 


quiet through here please—Able’s dog was shot, presumably 
by 


the people you are associated with? Kind of tugs at your 
heart, 


doesn’t it? Oh, maybe not.” Micah couldn’t help the dig. “So, 
to 


what do we owe the pleasure so early this morning?” Micah 
asked 
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as he stood back to let Batman escort her in, his hand on 
her arm 


and her trying to pull it away. 

Micah looked at Batman and asked quietly, “She carrying?” 
“Nope. Didn’t like me checking, either. Tough.” 

“She alone?” Micah asked, still in an aside to Batman. 
“Seems to be. Drove up free as you please. No sneaking like 


that kid of hers.” Batman sneered. 


“Thanks. You better go back and keep an eye out, she might 


be a decoy or something so they can slip in. | want to know 
you've 


got the first line covered. Thanks.” Micah didn’t know why 
she 


was here, but he wasn’t taking chances. He led her to the 
office 


and Able came in from talking to Avery and BJ. Micah could 


hear Avery in the kitchen getting things started and 
wondered 


if BJ was taking advantage of the secret passage to see 
what she 


wanted. 
“Where’s my son, Mr. Stone? | didn’t hear from him all day 


yesterday and | was supposed to. What have you done with 
him? 


Don’t mess with me. | promise you’d be making a big 
mistake. | 


want to see my son, now.” She had the tone down perfectly, 
but 


it didn’t make quite the impact she was hoping. 
“Right now, your son is sitting in the local jail, where he was 


taken when he tried to burn down my equipment shed the 
other 


night. That was after being caught messing with the feed in 
the 


other barn and going through the desk in my office, but you 
know 


that, don’t you? You’ve been directing him while he was 
here, 


Snooping for you. I’m surprised you didn’t already know 
that. 


I'd have figured you would be his one phone call. Just how 
deep 


are you into this mess with Global Vistas and Omar 
Friedkin?” 


Micah threw the question at her, watching closely for a 
reaction. 


She blinked, and there was a quick tightening of the 
muscles 


around her mouth before she straightened up and lied 
through 


her teeth, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What are 
you 


going on about? | want to see my son.” 
“I’m sure that can be arranged, later. But he’s not getting 
out anytime soon, | can promise you that, too. He came into 
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my house, into my office and threatened one of my men. 
Yes, 


ma’am. He was sitting right here in my chair, reading over 
some 


files, and Rankin walked right in and tried to get him to give 
them 


up. Want to see the files?” Micah reached for three files on 
top 


of the desk. He knew that Able and Ms. Daniels were 
Surprised 


when he handed them to her. She grasped them like they 
were 


made of gold, with a deep sigh of satisfaction. 
“Personally, | don’t see why my breeding program is of any 


interest to you and your bosses or friends, or whatever you 
are to 


them or they to you. But, it’s not that top secret, so go 
ahead.” 


Micah couldn’t help the little smile as he watched her glance 
down at the files and see the titles on the folders. 
“What,” he asked her, “you thought | was stupid? I’m going 


to hand you the files that people have died for? The files 
that will 


eventually put you, Omar, and anyone else we can implicate 
in the 


murders, attempted murders, and illegal acquisition of 
property, 


in prison for a long, long time. All for greed. You’re a piece of 
work, Ms. Daniels.” 


She wilted right before his eyes. She handed back the files 
and 


dropped into one of the chairs facing his desk. Micah 
motioned 


Able over to the other one, wanting him off his feet and 
close to 


her. He raided his eyebrow at Able, trying to tell him to be 
alert 


and watch her closely. Able nodded. 
“I’m done. l'Il tell you anything you want to know. Just 


promise me that you won’t hurt Rankin. He’s all | have. I’m 
lost 


without him.” She even had a tremble in her voice when she 
gave 


that performance. 
Micah looked at Able and asked, “You believe any of that 


bullshit?” 


“Not a word.” Able came through for him. 


“What? I’m serious. l'Il give you names and dates and tell 
you 


all of it. Just keep Rankin out of it, I’m begging you.” Now 
Ms. 


Daniels had even worked up a few tears. 
“She’s begging me, Able. Do you believe her yet?” Micah 


knew he was toying with her, but he was filled with rage. 
This 
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woman tried to get her son to kill one or more of his animals 
just 


as a diversion. She didn’t care about anything but herself 
and her 


advancement in Omar’s little kingdom. 
“It’s not working. You told your son to kill one of my animals 


to cause a diversion while he snuck into the house to try 
and steal 


the files that came from Townsend’s office. Yes, | have them 
and 


they're very safe. | have one more little surprise for you. BJ, 
| 


know you're over there. Come on in,” Micah said, turning to 
the 


hidden door. It moved and BJ came out, arms crossed over 
his 


chest. 
“You helped those men kill Mr. Townsend. | hope you rot in 


jail with your son. l'Il be happy to testify against you in any 
court. 


Mr. Townsend did not deserve to die just so you and your 
bosses 


could—what? What is a good man’s life worth to you, Janice? 
Yeah, | know your name. Rankin told me and it matches the 


initials on one of the files where Mr. Townsend was 
wondering 


if you were a plant there working for Global Vistas. | guess 
he 


got a little too close to the truth, huh?” BJ was cold and 
quiet, 


clearly mourning the loss of his boss and mentor. 
“Well, | wondered where you got to. Always so earnest and 


willing to work and learn. The perfect little law clerk. How’d 
you 


get in with them?” She had dropped any pretense now as 
she 


Saw Bj. 


“Mr. Townsend texted me and told me to get the files and 
get 


out. He knew he was going to die. He’d been worried the 
week 


before and had left them with me for safekeeping. You know 


how he loved to text his requests rather than use the phone 
on 


his desk. He must have been able to do it without them 
seeing 


him right before they, they shot him. You were in that room, 
all 


trussed up and safe while they killed him. How could you do 


that? You’re evil, pure walking evil. Micah,” he said, turning 
to 


face Micah, “may | leave now? Do you need me for 
anything?” 


“No, BJ. Go on and help Avery in the kitchen. Thank you for 


your help. You have a place here as long as you want it. 
We'll talk 


about your law career when this mess is over. Thanks, 
again.” 


Micah pointed to the passage, indicating he should return 
that 
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way and avoid getting any closer to Ms. Daniels. He didn’t 
know 


who he was protecting with that one. 
“Able, watch her for me. I’m calling Officer Lambert and 


letting him know we've found the elusive Ms. Daniels. Then 
l'Il 


call the sheriff and have him come pick her up. I’m going to 
ask 


that she not be put close to her son. | don’t want them 
talking.” 


Micah took out his phone and dialed the officer’s cell 
number. 


“You can’t do that. You don’t have that kind of power. 
You're just a two-bit rancher. You don’t know how powerful 


these people are!” She threatened Micah, but he just 
smiled. He 


knew how powerful the Stone name was in this area, and he 
was 


going to make sure word got around about the group he was 


expecting to show up here, en force, to try and take this 
land 


from him. Neither words nor guns were enough to make him 


give up Ted and Lizbet Stone’s legacy. And he would see 
Lizbet’s 


killer brought to justice. 


After he made the calls, it was quiet in the room. Ms. 
Daniels 


had clammed up as she thought about her immediate 
future. He 


knew she was wondering if there was a way she could talk 
them 


out of their plan for her, but it wasn’t going to happen. 


About twenty minutes later, the sheriff walked into the 
office, 


Batman behind him. 
“Thanks, Bat. Sheriff, this is Rankin Daniels’ mother, Janice. 


She’s part of the plan to steal my land and has been a part 
of 


killing my mother and a lawyer in Oklahoma City. She 
directed 


Rankin to commit acts of sabotage on my property, 
including the 


fire you saw the other night. She wanted him to kill one or 
more 


of my animals, but he refused to go that far. Please take her 
into 


custody and I'd like it if they were not near each other. | 
don’t 


want them to get to talk to each other. Let them both 
wonder 


what the other has told. They deserve to stew for a while. lIl 
get 


back to you later with more information. That work for you?” 
“Absolutely, Mr. Stone.” 
“She seems to think | don’t have much power around here. 


Not like her boss, anyway.” Micah taunted. “Oh, by the way, 
you'll 
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probably be getting a call from Officer Lambert in Oklahoma 


City. He’s on the murder of the lawyer case, and since this is 
all 


related, I’ve kept him and his partner up on what’s 
happening.” 


The sheriff just laughed as he tipped his hat in respect to 


Micah and took Ms. Daniels’ arm to pull her up from the 
chair. 


He cuffed her and led her out, reading her the Miranda 
rights as 


they left. They heard her sputtering angrily. Able got up 
slowly 


and walked to the front of the desk and raised his hand. 
Micah 


Slapped it gently with his in a little high-five. 
“That was so cool. Just one of the reasons you’re my hero. 
Now come on and let’s eat breakfast.” Avery said from the 


doorway, where Micah now saw Adam and Wally standing 
with 


Avery and BJ. 
“Breakfast sounds good. That was a good morning’s work.” 


As they headed for the big table in the kitchen, Micah 
sniffed 


and said, “I smell pancakes and bacon. Mmm, blueberry? 
Avery, 


you're spoiling me. Shame on you, uh, feel free to keep it 
up.” 


They all chuckled as they sat down to a beautiful table with 


steaming cups of coffee, glasses of orange juice, pancakes 
with 


maple and blueberry syrup, and mounds of bacon. Avery 
went 


to the stove and got a big platter of scrambled eggs and 
added 


it to the feast. 
“Sit down now and eat with us, Avery. This is wonderful, you 


” 
. 


two 


Adam and Wally nodded their heads, both already digging 
in. 


“I should check on Barney,” Able said. 
“Mr. Kenton, | already fed him early this morning and took 


him outside for a minute. He’s sleeping now. | hope that was 
Okay. 


| watched you last night so | knew what to do.” Wally looked 
like 


he was afraid he’d overstepped. 


“That’s great, Wally. I’m glad you’re here to help with him. 
I’m 


not quite up to par yet. It’ll be a while before | can handle 
him 


myself. Do you think you'll like it here?” Able asked the 
older 


man. 
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“It’s so purty out there. It’s like you see in the movies. Can | 
look around some, Mr. Micah?” Wally asked. 

“Sure, but for right now make sure that one of my men 


is with you. Until we get this mess cleared up, everyone 
here 


is in danger. | don’t want to lose my newest hand. You’re too 


important,” Micah said, and watched the old man glow from 
the 


inside out at the words. It took so little to make people feel 
good. 


Micah wondered why more people didn’t try harder to do it. 
Micah felt Able’s foot touch his under the table and 
acknowledged the thanks with a wink at him. 

A couple of hours later another large vehicle turned into the 


lane toward the ranch. As it pulled into the yard, Micah and 
Able 


walked slowly out to meet the five men who poured out of it. 


Micah looked them over and wondered how he’d hit the 
jackpot 


with this group. They looked like boxers or ex-football 
players, 


all tall and muscled, very fit. They looked like they’d be able 
to 


handle most anything. 
“Mr. Stone, my name is Frank Moorman,” one man said, 


reaching for Micah’s hand, before adding, “this is Chris 
DeVasier, 


David Stephens, Tom Baker, and Clint Hook.” Frank pointed 
to 


each man as he named them. They each stepped up and 
shook 


Micah’s hand. 
“Good to meet you all. This is Able Kenton. We’re working 


on this case together. You all look like you’re ready to work 
on 


the ranch,” Micah said, smiling at the group. And they did. 
Toa 


man they were decked out in jeans, work shirts and boots. 
Frank shook Able’s hand and while each of the others did 


the same, he said, “We want to fit in, but trust me, we'll be 
very 


vigilant about protection. We’re all armed and, frankly, 
pretty 


dangerous. Lambert knows about our group and said you 
needed 


us. We don’t do this for free, but we don’t charge a lot, 
either. We 


all wanted to keep feeling like we were doing good things 
when 


we left. There are certain officers who know about our group 


and they call us in when they feel like we can help. It’s why 
we 
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all became officers in the first place.” Frank seemed to be 
the 


spokesperson. 


“FIL be more than happy to pay you whatever you ask. 
We've 


got places for you in the bunkhouse and I'll take you down 
to 


meet Batman, Ronnie, and Jack. They are my top men and 
have 


always been enough for my needs here before. You'll like 
them. 


Bat will put you to work and you all can decide who does 
what 


where. l'Il leave you to it for now. Able and | are just getting 
over 


concussions from the blast. We'll all meet this afternoon and 
l'Il 


catch you up on what’s happened and what we expect.” 


Micah couldn’t believe that his head still hurt and wondered 
if 


Able wasn’t feeling even worse. He hated to admit it, but 
he'd feel 


better if he could at least sit and rest, if not outright take a 
nap. 


“Lambert pretty much caught us up to this morning. We'll 


just need to talk about ideas for what you think might 
happen 


next.” 
“Hell, that’s my problem. | have no idea what to expect. So 


far, they’ve jumped around from outright murder to 
vandalism to 


snooping. I’m surprised they didn’t come in here with guns 
blazing 


while Able and | were in OKC. | have no doubt they'll feel like 


they have to get at those files. They’re gold. The information 
that 


Townsend had gathered is incriminating to say the least. He 
must 


have been just about ready to use it, and the planted 
secretary 


must have figured that out. | have no doubt that the head of 
it, this Omar Friedkin, is the one who either did it himself, or 


ordered someone else to put a pillow over my mother’s face 
until 


she breathed her last. Believe me, he’s going down.” 
“That’s hard, man, really hard. So, you Know you have what 


you need to make sure he’s put away? If so, how come you 
don’t 


just take it to the proper authorities and get him taken 
down?” 


Frank asked. 
“Well, we just got the files a few days ago. We’ve each gone 


through them, along with the law clerk who brought them 
here 


on Townsend’s orders. I’m not sure there’s enough there to 
get 


it done. I’d be glad for you all to go through them, in my 
office, 


after lunch. You can give me an idea as to whether we do 
have 
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enough with that and the things that have happened with 
the 


infamous Daniels crime family. I’d be glad to get your 
opinions 


on it. | want to make sure we have proof and that the whole 
group will go down.” 
“We'd be glad to look it over and see what you've got. We’re 


not lawyers, but between us, we’ve put in a lot of years. We 
all 


enjoy helping make things right in situations just like this. 
It’s like 


the best of both worlds for us. We're still fighting crime, but 
we're 


not held down by so many rules, if you Know what | mean.” 
“Good deal. Ah, here comes Batman. He’ll take you all down 


to the bunkhouse and let you get your stuff in and give you 
an 


idea of what you can do to fit in here, but still be ready to 
spring 


into action if needed.” 
Micah introduced everyone and he and Able went inside to 


tell Avery that he and BJ needed to fix a meal for about 
eleven. 


He felt sure the two men were up to the task. 
“Are you as ready for a nap as | am? | swear | feel like I’ve 


been hit by a truck.” Micah turned to find Able walking 
beside 


him, running his hand through his hair, a deep sigh 
escaping. 


When Able realized he’d been caught, he grinned. 
“Yeah. Feeling pretty bashed here. | hate letting you down, 


but | need some rest before | do a face plant.” Able said, 
looking 


embarrassed at having to admit his weakness. 


When they got back inside, Micah saw Adam walking in from 
the back. He motioned him over. 
“Would you help Able back up to our room? l'Il be up there 


in a few minutes. We both need some more down time. We'll 
be 


up for lunch. I’m going to talk to Avery for a minute.” 
“Certainly. Come on, son.” Adam took Able’s arm and it was 


quite evident from Able’s easy compliance that he felt 
horrible. 


Micah found Avery and BJ in the kitchen talking to Wally, 


who sat at the table peeling potatoes. The man was serious 
about 


wanting to help wherever he could. He’d be an asset. 
“Avery, there will be about eleven for lunch, including 
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yourselves. | want you both to join us for the conference 
afterwards. The extra guards are here and they’re all former 


policemen. We’re going to discuss the case during lunch, 
and 


they'll go over the files while we get everything cleared 
away. 


The meeting will take place in here, maybe with something 
to 


drink for everyone.” Micah threw the suggestion out there. It 


probably wasn’t necessary. Avery tended to do things like 
that 


as a matter of course. He was always surprising Micah with 
his 


thoughtfulness in the little things. 
“No problem, boss. Wally is a great help and so is Adam. You 


need to go lie down for a while. Pardon me for saying it, but 
you 


look like shit.” 
“You have such a way with words. I’m always saying that,” 
Micah grinned as Avery shooed him out of the kitchen. He 


wasn’t a hard shoo. He was ready to rest a little. He turned 
to 


ask Avery if he knew where the medicine was, and Avery 
handed 


him a glass of water and the meds for both him and Able. 
Good 


man, that Avery. 


ChaPteR eleven 


“Do you get the feeling we’re in that ‘a watched pot never 


boils’ scenario?” Able asked Micah as they walked from the 
barn 


to the house five days later. “We’re all having a great 
vacation 


on this beautiful ranch. We have great company, good 
friends, 


wonderful food, fantastic animals all around, and 
unbelievable 


scenery. What’s not to like? Seems kind of crazy to wish 
something 


bad would happen, huh?” 
“Hey, who’s been on vacation? I’ve been working. The men 


have been working,” Micah teased him, playfully punching 
him 


on the shoulder. 


“I’m willing to bet that you work a lot harder when the 
current 


guest list isn’t here,” Able said. 


“Well, I've got extra hands helping so | can spend more time 


with my guests. | am really enjoying having you here with 
me, 


Able, now that we both feel better. The last couple of days 
have 


been wonderful, not to mention the nights.” Micah said, 
smiling. 


With his arm around Able’s shoulders, they walked into the 


house. As usual, they were met by Avery with a tray of 
drinks, this 


time iced tea. Micah had finally just accepted that Avery 
was in 


caretaker mode and it would take a little while for him to 
relax. 


Micah decided that he would follow through with his idea of 


a surprise for Avery and BJ. He wasn’t orchestrating things, 
really. 


He was just going to lay the groundwork and see how things 
developed from there. It’s what he did; what Ted had done. 
Stone Canyon’s lawyer was in his seventies. Graves Jackson 


had been Ted and Lizbet’s lawyer and continued working 
with 


Micah. Micah knew he was thinking of retiring soon. Graves 
was 


coming to lunch today and he planned to introduce BJ to 
him 


and let them go from there. Maybe, since BJ was so close to 


finishing law school, he might be interested in working for 
Mr. 


Jackson and then being there to take over his practice. 
Micah 


already knew that Graves was looking for someone. It might 
not 
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work out, but if it did, he knew one young man who would 
bea 


lot happier about the future. 
“What’s for lunch, Avery? Mr. Jackson is coming out today. | 


thought we might talk about the process for you name 
change. 


You said BJ knew about doing that. He can talk with Graves 


about it and you all can find out how soon it can be done.” 
Micah 


watched Avery’s eyes gleam at the news. 
“Thank you, Micah, for thinking of me at a time like this. l'Il 


make sure lunch is very good. Able, will you come in and 
help 


me with something? Micah, I’m sure you have some work to 
do 


in the office,” Avery wasn’t even subtle with that. 
“Uh, sure. See you later, Able.” Micah always had work to do 


in his office and he had let some of it slide lately, preferring 
to 


spend time with Able. He enjoyed getting to know Adam. 
Avery 


was thrilled at getting to pick Adam’s brain for recipes and 
ideas. 


Avery and BJ got Adam hooked on the Food Network and 
they 


talked about various aspects of the shows and foods and 
cooking 


and utensils all the time. 
Wally had become an instant hit with the other hands. He 


kept them regaled with stories of the gangs and punks on 
the 


street. He loved everything about the ranch. Wally had 
shamed 


Avery into agreeing to take riding lessons, since he had 
already 


taken lessons from Jack and spent a little time each day on 
one of 


the oldest horses on the ranch. Neither the horse nor Wally 
was 


likely to go very fast. 
BJ was pleased that Avery was willing to ride for him. They 


planned to have their first lesson late that afternoon. Avery 
Said 


he’d put in a slow cooker recipe he’d gotten from Paula 
Deen so 


he would be free right up until time for supper. Micah 
planned 


on being there and helping with the project. 


Life was going on as usual on the ranch and from the 
outside 


it looked like nothing was out of order. But, none of them 
were 


really able to relax, waiting for the other shoe to drop. How 


much did Friedkin know? What would be his next move? 
Were 


they covered well enough, ready for anything? There was 
that 
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feeling of literally watching over their shoulders for 
something 


to happen. 


As time passed and nothing happened, they were all getting 


a little antsy, especially Avery and BJ, who had been in the 
house 


the longest. Micah wasn’t comfortable with them getting too 
far 


from the house. Despite catching Rankin, and their pride in 
that, 


he felt like they were unprepared to deal with any real 
danger they 


could face if caught by Friedkin and his thugs. Micah had no 
way 


of knowing how many men were working for Friedkin, doing 
his 


dirty work. 
In the kitchen, Able, Adam, BJ, and Avery were working on 


lunch and one more attempt at the perfect peach cobbler 
for 


Micah. Able and Avery were on dessert detail and Adam and 
BJ were working on the savory portion of lunch. They were 


cutting sweet potatoes and carrots to roast in the oven on 
one 


tray. Another tray held brussels sprouts, split and lightly 
covered 


with olive oil and seasonings. Adam was fixing barbecue and 


corn cakes. 
After lunch came dessert and Micah was duly appreciative 


of the efforts put into making the perfect peach cobbler, as 
he 


demonstrated by having two portions and patting his 
stomach, 


groaning and smiling. He provided effusive thanks to Avery 
and 


Able for their collaboration. Avery beamed, clearly pleased 
that 


he’d improved on the recipe and made Micah happy. 
Micah was getting the feeling things were going just a little 


too perfectly. His plan had worked like a charm. Graves took 
to 


BJ immediately after listening to BJ talk about his work for 
Mr. 


Townsend. They discussed Avery’s name change procedure 
and 


then Graves mentioned that he was looking for someone to 
train 


with him for the next year or two so he could retire. He 
admitted 


that the work in this small town was not as exciting maybe 
as 


working in Oklahoma City, but life here was wonderful. 
BJ's eyes grew big and he looked at Avery; dawning 


understanding hit him. Looking at Micah, BJ mouthed the 
words, 


“Thank you” before he asked if Graves would consider 
letting 


him come in and see if they might work together. He 
explained 


202 AKM Miles 
how much he had left to do and Graves offered to help him 


prepare for the bar. Avery was almost bouncing in his chair 
as 


Micah’s plan came to fruition. 


Micah just couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad 
was 


going to happen. He had made arrangements to show Able 
a 


lot of the property, taking men with them instead of taking 
the 


private trips he wanted—he wouldn’t take a chance on 
getting 


caught out away from the house without security. 


“| promise that when this mess is over, I’m taking you to the 


falls for a few nights, and we’ll camp out and make love 
under the 


stars and soak in the springs. It is beauty beyond compare. | 
want 


to share that with you, Able.” Micah said, as they settled 
into his 


office after Graves left. 


“| would love that, Micah. | have fallen in love with this 
place. 


It’s easy to understand why you’re so willing to fight for it. 
This 


is something to be proud of here. Your men have such 
respect 


for you and that is something that is earned. Looks like I’ve 
fallen 


for quite a man.” 
“Define fallen.” Micah’s words were almost whispered. 
“You want me to be first, huh? Okay, Micah Stone, | have 


fallen in love with you over the last two weeks, not even 
that 


really. | probably fell within the first few days, but | feel like | 
can 


now say the words out loud. | love you.” Able was looking 
right 


at Micah as if daring him not to respond. “Ball’s in your 
court.” 


“Well, you romantic devil you. Able Kenton, I’m in love with 


you, too. | probably would have chosen a different time to 
tell 


you, but it’s true. | probably could have said it and meant it 
days 


ago, but things have been so confusing in every other part 
of 


our lives lately. There’s more I want to say, but having just 
Said 


these words to each other, don’t you think they deserve to 
be 


celebrated with at least a kiss?” Micah stood by his desk 
and 


opened his arms to Able. 
Instead of walking into them as Micah had expected, Able 


went to the door and closed and locked it. Micah smiled at 
his 


very smart lover. When Able turned, Micah’s arms were still 
open 


Stone Canyon 203 
and Able slid right into them. 


Micah took Able’s lips without finesse. He swept Able to him 


and devoured Able’s mouth with all the passion and love 
that he 


was feeling. Sliding his tongue into Able’s mouth, Micah 
groaned 


as Able met it with his and they stroked and tangled for long 
moments. Micah reached up to hold on to the back of Able’s 
head, keeping him still for Micah’s plundering. Able pressed 

harder against Micah, pushing his hips into Micah’s. 

Micah groaned again as their cocks ground together. It was 


wonderful holding someone the same height. They fit so 
well 


together. Micah let his hands roam over Able’s back, 
reaching 


down to grasp his behind. Now it was Able who moaned, 
pushing 


back into Micah’s hand. Micah caressed and squeezed, 
loving the 


response from Able. 
“The last two nights have been wonderful with you,” Micah 


said, when he finally came up for air. “I think this is what all 
the 


poets and singers talk about, this feeling. | want this feeling 
to 


continue. Will you half move in with me?” 
“Half?” Able grinned at him. 
“PIL half move in with you in return. We could share two 


homes, here and yours in the city. | don’t expect you to give 
up 


your life there. You have a business and family and friends. | 


would never expect you to give up everything you love to 
be with 


me way out here, although I'd love it if you wanted to 
become 


a cowboy or anything you would want to do here. | want you 


to spend as much time as you can with me. But, that’s not 
fair. 


| promise to meet you halfway and spend time with you 
there.” 


Micah stood, feeling uncertain, knowing his future happiness 
hung in the balance here. 
“I love that you want to do that. I’d be happy to more than 


half move in with you. | don’t see myself wanting to spend 
as 


much as half my time away from you. I think I’d like to learn 
to 


be a cowboy, or a rancher, or manager, even a bookkeeper. 
What 


I’m saying is | don’t think | can stay in OKC and be away 
from 


you for long periods of time. | can move a whole lot easier 
than 


you can. l’ve enjoyed my job, but it’s not a calling. | could 
be very 
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happy here working with you. Do you think | could learn 
enough 


to be an asset here?” Able was the one who looked 
uncertain 


now and Micah’s heart turned over. 
“That’s more than | expected, Able. Nothing would make 


me happier. You’re very smart and capable. You would make 
a 


perfect partner in many ways, both in the office and on the 
ranch. 


Most of all, you’re the perfect partner of my heart.” 
“Damn, Micah. Speaking of poets, that was beautiful. We'll 


work it all out. We’ll keep the loft, maybe let one of my 
brothers 


stay there. We’ll work on it together like you suggested and 
have 


a place for when either of us has business in the city or 
when 


we want to visit the family. I’d love to live here with you on 
the 


ranch.” 
“Avery will love having you here, not to mention Wally. He’s 


a great old guy. By the way, thanks for helping Avery with 
the 


cobbler recipe. It was great, as close to Mom Liz’s as I’ve 
ever 


had.” Micah said. 
“He’s great and he has such respect and love for you. | think 


he and BJ are really in love, too. They’re just in the first 
stages, 


| think. And you were right, | sense a depth of pain in Avery 


that BJ seems to be helping to lighten. Now, that’s enough 
about 


others. Time for you and me. Here, or upstairs? "Avery 
laughed 


as Micah grabbed his hand and headed for the door. 


When Avery and BJ finished cleaning up the kitchen they 


walked back to Avery’s rooms. Adam had gone out to the 
barn 


with Wally and Barney, who had taken to ranch life. All the 
hands 


loved him and he got a lot of attention, and was nearly back 
to 


full strength. When they closed the door behind them, BJ 
turned 


to Avery and asked, “Will you come lie down with me?” 
“Sure | will. | love lying with you. | love when you hold me 
and kiss me. You plan on doing any of that or you just want 


to nap?” Avery couldn’t believe he was flirting with BJ. He 
was 


getting stronger in many ways. 
“I wouldn’t mind a nap, but | thought we’d try to see if you 
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were maybe ready to go a little further, physically? I’m not 
talking 


about sex, but would you take all your clothes off and lie 
naked 


with me? I’d just like to hold you, feel all your skin against 
mine. 


Would you like that, if | promise not to try to take it any 
further?” 


BJ stood still and waited for Avery’s response. He wasn’t 
lying. 


He would take it no further, but he had dreamed of feeling 
Avery 


against him and he wanted to know how deep Avery’s 
injured 


soul ran. 
“I—I’ve never been...never wanted to do that,” Avery took 
a few moments just looking into BJ’s eyes, as if he could see 


how sincere and caring BJ was and whether he could trust 
him, 


give BJ that much. He took a big breath, pulled his shirt over 
his 


head, and walked into the bedroom. BJ followed him slowly, 
not 


wanting to press him. 

Avery stood by the bed, looking down, his shirt in his hand. 
BJ went to him and touched the top of one shoulder. “What, 
honey? Is it too much, too soon? You don’t have to...” 

“I’m stuck. Will you help me? It’s not that | don’t want to. | 


do. | want to be strong and clear-headed for you. | want to 
be 


everything you want or need, but I’m so afraid l'Il freeze and 


disappoint you. Will you just help me?” Avery was 
whispering 


now. 
“I will do anything in the world for you, Avery. Here, drop 


this.” He took the shirt and dropped it to the floor. He 
reached 


up and pulled his own off over his head and stood there for 
a 


moment, letting Avery look at him. He crooked his finger, 
asking 


Avery to be the one to bring their bodies together. It took 
less 


time than he’d expected before Avery stepped over to him 
and 


their torsos touched. He wasn’t sure who gasped louder, but 
Avery didn’t pull away. BJ put his arms up tentatively, pulling 
Avery to him and embracing him gently. 

Avery dropped his head to BJ’s shoulder and shuddered from 


head to toe. BJ was afraid it was a negative reaction, but 
then he 


felt Avery’s lips on his shoulder and he closed his eyes 
against the 


sting of tears. What a brave man he loved. BJ turned his 
head and 


met Avery’s lips in a soft caress. Avery’s eyes met his in 
wonder. 
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“BJ, I, will you...?” Avery stopped. 

“Yes.” 

“Yes? You don’t know what I was going to say,” Avery 
managed a nervous grin. 

“It doesn’t matter. If you ask it of me, the answer is yes. You 


want me to let go of you, I will. You want me to kiss you 
more, 


| will. Take the rest of your clothes off, | will. Just hold you 
like 


this for the next two hours, l'II do that, too. It doesn’t matter 
to 


me. I’m yours to command. I’m pretty much yours, in case 
you 


hadn’t caught on to that yet.” 
“Wow.” Avery breathed in, looking thrilled and apprehensive 


at the same time. “Kiss me harder, take my clothes off, and 
hold 


me for a while. | can do this, if we take it a little at a time. 
I’m the 


luckiest man in the world that | fell for someone who is 
patient 


with me and doesn’t think I’m a lost cause.” Avery brought 
his 


arms up to cup BJ's face. 
“Could you go back to the fall for part? Are you saying that 


you've fallen...like I’ve fallen for you? I’m afraid to say | love 
you 


yet, but I’m sure that’s where I’m headed. I’ve never felt like 
this 


with anyone.” 


“Me, either. So, we’re in this together, huh? Come on, help 
me 


get these off and let’s lie down for a while before we go out 
and 


make fools of ourselves on those horses out there. Micah’s 
going 


to laugh his head off at me.” 
“I bet he won’t. You'll do fine. I’m so proud of you.” BJ 


reached over and set about removing Avery’s jeans and 
then his 


own. He thought about leaving their briefs on, but he didn’t 
plan 


on doing anything that would scare Avery, so he went ahead 
and 


took them off too. Leaving Avery’s side, he crawled onto the 
bed 


and reclined, letting Avery look down at him. BJ put his 
hands 


behind his head, not to show off his body, but to show Avery 


that he wasn’t going to grab him, but would let Avery come 
to 


him. 

Avery did just that. He put a knee onto the bed and slid 

in and lay right next to BJ. Now BJ took his arms down and 
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put one around Avery’s shoulder, drawing him over until 
their 


bodies were touching. He turned so that they were on their 
sides 


facing each other. Avery surprised him by scooting closer 
until 


they were touching from head to toe. Their cocks were hard 
and 


pressed together and BJ had a hard time not grinding 
against 


Avery. The sensations that rushed through him from his 
groin 


had him nearly coming with just this much touching. He bit 
his 


lip and put his face into Avery’s shoulder, where it met his 
neck. 


He would give Avery this chance to get used to them 
together. 


He would not drive his love away by being too damned 
horny to 


control himself. God help him, he wanted to move. 
“This feels good. Is it too hard for you, no pun intended? | 
like the way we feel together. Do you want me to, uh...?” 


“No. | can honestly say | don’t want you to do anything. | 
like 


just holding you. | really want you to get to the point where 
you 


don’t have to ask or wonder or worry. This is good, you're 
right. 


| can’t help being hard, or wanting you. But | am in control 
and 


would never do or ask anything of you that you aren’t ready 
for. 


This is good. This /s good, isn’t it, Avery? Say it, baby. It’s 
good. 


It’s enough for right now.” BJ could tell that Avery was hard, 
but 


he could also feel him shaking, small shudders that he 
couldn’t 


seem to control. BJ also knew that it wasn’t passion that was 


causing those shudders. “You’re very brave. Shh, just lie 
here with 


me. Let’s take a naked nap.” 

“But, it’s not fair to you. | feel like such a failure. It’s not fair 
to you that you can’t...” 

“I thought we’d gotten past all that. Hush, now. | decide 


what’s fair. I’d rather take our time and let you get over your 
fears 


and come to me whole, healthy, and happy, even if it takes 
a year. 


| don’t want anyone else. Now hush, and close your eyes. 
Think 


about how good it feels to be touching each other like this 
with 


no pressure and nothing to worry about.” 
After a few minutes, BJ felt Avery relax in his arms. They’d 


get there, he had no doubt of it. One day, he and Avery 
would 


make love and it would be the best thing in his life. Then 
they’d 


build a life together. 
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BJ lay there, holding his love in his arms, thinking about how 


happy he was here on this ranch with these people. He was 
going 


to begin to learn to ride this afternoon and this beautiful 
man was 


going to be with him, despite his fear. Avery was joining him 
just 


because BJ wanted him to. He sighed and nodded off. 
Upstairs, Micah and Able weren’t wasting any time getting 


naked. In the interest of speed, they were taking care of 
removing 


their own clothes, though never taking their eyes off each 
other. 


Micah grinned at Able and muttered, “I feel like such a 
Slacker. 


It’s the middle of the day and I’m, well, you know.” 
“Hey, we’re still recovering here,” Able answered, drawing 


down his briefs, his eyes watching Micah do the same. 
“Okay, it’s 


a weak argument, but it'll work one more time. Come on, 
Micah.” 


He held his hand out. 
Micah took the hand and they stepped over to the king sized 


bed. Micah swept the covers to the end of the bed and 
turned to 


Able, brows raised. They hit the bed together and though 
Micah 


still felt a pull from the back of his leg, he ignored it for the 
pull 


he felt toward Able, now lying naked and excited on his bed. 
“Good Lord, | want you more every time,” Micah said, 


pulling Able to him and crushing his lips. His tongue swept 
in 

and he loved the way that Able met it and engaged him in 
the 


sweetest duel. They sparred, moving back and forth, around 
and 


around, both getting more aroused as the kiss deepened. 
Able 


couldn't seem to be still, his arms and legs moving, sliding 
against 


Micah, rubbing, squeezing, and caressing. Micah was the 
willing 


recipient of Able’s restlessness. 
“Micah, | want you in me. | know... Mmm, | know that you’re 


worried about Friedkin’s plans and you’re caught up with 
taking 


care of everyone on this ranch, but right now, you’re mine. 
Mine, 


and I’m yours. Let’s do something about that.” 


Since that fit right in with Micah’s immediate plans, he 
didn’t 


bother with answering in words. He let his actions speak for 
him. 


Micah pushed Able until he was lying flat on his back, then 
Micah 
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settled on top of him. He knew how it felt when Able was 
lying 


on him, so he just grinned at the happy sigh Able released. 
Micah 

leaned down and drew his tongue across Able’s lips, dipping 
in 

when they opened. He didn’t linger there, having other 
ideas 


involving his lips and Able’s hard cock. He fully intended to 
take 


his lover, and he knew that Able liked it hard sometimes. 
They’d 


been careful with each other recently, but he was going to 
give 


Able what he needed this afternoon. First, though, he was 
going 


to make his man come by blowing not just his mind. 


Micah’s intentions became clear as he slid his lips down 
Able’s 


torso, stopping to pay homage to Able’s nipples, his abs, 
and 


across his taut stomach. He dipped his tongue in Able’s 
belly 


button and grinned at Able’s gasp. Surely that wasn’t a 
giggle. 


Micah looked up and grinned at Able before returning to his 


task, sliding on down to Able’s cock, eagerly standing up 
and 


begging for the touch of Micah’s mouth. 
Micah reached his goal and set about driving Able out of his 


mind. He held Able’s cock at the base and took it into his 
mouth. 


He went down as far as he could, using his hand to caress 
the 


rest. He slid up and down a few times, then tilted his head 
so he 


could lick up and down, following one vein as it ran the 
length 


of the long cock. Pressing his tongue into the slit on the tip, 
Micah sucked hard. He held tight as Able’s hips came off the 


bed, pushing in. Micah opened and let Able fuck his mouth 
for 


a few moments. The sounds Able made spurred Micah on to 
do 


more, make Able feel more. 
“Micah, please, you’re killing me. God, that’s so good. I’m 


gonna come. Micah, you need to...oh! God!” Micah didn’t 
pull 


off, but swallowed fast and hard as Able spent, over and 
over. 


Micah had never swallowed anyone’s come before, but 
didn’t 


have any qualms with Able. Trust was a wonderful thing. The 
look on Able’s face was more than enough reward. 
“Micah!” Able’s whisper was equal to a shout. It held joy and 


wonder and passion. Micah smiled at Able and moved back 
up, 


drawing a line with his tongue right up the middle of Able’s 
body 


until he paused at Able’s heart. He pressed his lips there 
and 
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held still until he could feel the pounding. He felt Able’s 
hands 


settle on his head to hold him, his fingers moving gently 
through 


Micah’s hair. Micah could feel the intensity of Able’s feelings 
through his touch. 

“Come here, Micah. | can’t believe you did that.” 

“Why not? We know we're clean, we definitely know we're 


exclusive. | didn’t see any reason not to taste you. I’ve 
never 


done it before, but with you, it’s all different.” Micah didn’t 
mind 


admitting that to Able. 
“I’m going to do that for you soon, but right now | want 


you inside me. | want to see your face and | want to feel it. 
Let 


yourself go this time. We’re both well enough and | need 
that 


right now.” Able drew Micah’s face to his and put his tongue 
out, 


inviting Micah to play. Micah met it with his and they teased 
fora 


few minutes before turning it into a real kiss, long and hard. 
Micah drew away, saying, “I'll be back for more of that in a 


while.” Reaching to the table for a condom and the lube, he 
felt 


Able’s hands on his behind, caressing. Able seemed to have 
a 


thing for his butt for some reason. Of course, he felt pretty 
much 


the same way about Able’s so he figured he could 
understand, 


but he got embarrassed when Able talked about his cowboy 
butt. 


He didn’t mind when Able played with it, though. The man 
had 


great hands. 
Micah was covered and slick in seconds and then he moved 


between Able’s legs, reaching to draw them to his 
shoulders. He 


covered his fingers with lube and bent to prepare Able. He 
loved 


watching Able’s face when he did this. His eyes got all hot 
and 


sleepy looking, never leaving Micah’s face as he squirmed 
and 


moved about to help in any way he could. Micah watched as 
Able 


reached down to spread his cheeks so it was easier to slide 
in one 


finger, then two and on to three. Having spent time with 
Able, 


Micah knew just what made him go wild. He crooked his 
fingers 


and scraped over Able’s prostate, watching those eyes 
widen and 


almost roll back in his head. He repeated the action a few 
times, 


loving how Able responded. 
Deeming Able ready, Micah pulled his fingers out and 
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moved up to place his cock at Able’s hole, pushing inward. 
Able 


shuddered hard as Micah kept pushing until he was 
completely 


inside his lover. He held still for a moment, not just to give 
Able 


time to adjust, but to enjoy the feeling of being fully 
encased in 


such tight heat. 
“Jesus, you feel good in me. Move now, Micah. | want to feel 


it, good and hard. Yes! Like that, more.” Micah didn’t mind 
having 


Able tell him what to do. It was hot as hell to be wanted that 


much. He couldn’t put into words what it felt like to be 
inside this 


man. Micah wouldn’t even try. Pulling almost all the way out, 
he 


rammed back inside Able and that was the start of the 
pounding 


that Able had requested. Micah wanted to go on forever, 
Sliding 


in and out of that wonderful, tight hot hole. Able let go with 
his 


hands and reached to grab behind his own knees, pulling 
them 


up toward his chest. 
This new position gave Micah more room and he kept on 


giving it to Able, loving the gripping heat when he was 
inside and 


the drag as he pulled out. Somehow, watching Able’s 
reactions, 


clearly defined on his face, made it so much more than just 
sex 


for Micah. Was it really love? Yes, he didn’t have any doubts 
at 


all. He wanted to be with this beautiful, wonderful man until 
they 


were old men rocking on the front porch together. He smiled 
to 


himself at the picture in his head while he was reaming the 
man 


in front of him. 
Micah reached to take Able’s cock in his hand and pumped 


it in time to his thrusts. Able began to literally babble as he 
was 


overcome with sensation. “Micah, oh, don’t ever stop. | can’t 


believe how good that feels. Oh! More, again, | love it. | 
need 


you to never stop doing that. Oh, coming again. You’re so 
hard 


in me, so good. Now!” With that, Able was coming again and 


Micah used the thick come to more easily finish jerking Able 
off. 


He looked up at Able’s face and the look of pure bliss he 
found 


had him speeding up his movements until he was ready to 
join 


Able in release. 
In seconds, Micah was coming just as hard as Able had, 


shuddering as he shot, filling the condom. He eased out, 
taking 
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care to hold the base of the condom. He wanted to just 
collapse 


onto Able, but he tied it off and dropped it into the waste 
can. 


Grabbing some tissues, Micah cleaned himself and then 
Able. 


Dropping those, too, he finally allowed himself to ease down 


onto Able, helping Able to put his legs down. Micah rubbed 
his 

hands over Able’s thighs, thinking they were probably a 
little 


tight. Able’s groan was his answer. Micah rested his head 
onto 


Able’s shoulder, remembering that he had planned to kiss 
Able 


again, but just not having the energy right now. He was 
blissed 


out, unbelievably, happily exhausted. He sighed. 
“My thoughts exactly,” Able said, bringing his hands up to 


caress Micah’s shoulder, neck and head. Micah could sleep 
like 


this for hours, but he knew they were meeting Avery and BJ 
at 


the barn for their first riding lesson. That would be fun. 

“We don’t have as long as I'd like to lie here.” Micah was 
mumbling against the skin of Able’s neck. 

“Just rest a while. You deserve a little nap. l'Il wake you up in 
a little bit. God, I’m melted.” 

Micah smiled, proud of himself. 

Downstairs, Avery was trying to join BJ in sleep. But Avery 


was finding it hard to believe that he was still so hard and 
wanting. 


He wanted to touch himself, touch BJ, but he wasn’t sure 
what 


would happen if he did. Would he freak out? Would BJ get 
upset 


if he did? No, BJ wouldn’t. He’d said he didn’t care, but how 


could Avery believe that. BJ had been hard, too. 


“You're thinking too hard. | can’t sleep. What’s bothering 
you, 


Avery? Shall | make it easier for you again? Tell me, real fast, 
on 


three. One, two, three...” 
“I want to touch you, but I’m afraid l'Il freeze and | don’t 


want to tease you or not be able to do what you need.” For 
some 


reason, BJ could get him to talk, even when he was scared. 
“What do | need, Avery? You’re building stuff up in your 


mind that is not necessary. | told you, I’m happy just like 
this.” 
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“But I’m not! | want more! | want to be normal. | want to 


be able to reach out to you and have you touch me and | 
want 


to make you happy and see you, you come for me.” Avery’s 
eyes 


nearly bugged out of his head as he said that. He could feel 
how 


wide they were. He must look like the deer in the headlights 


people talked about. He couldn’t believe he’d yelled like 
that. 


BJ looked at him and with slow movements, he reached out 


and took Avery’s hand and drew it to his hard cock. Avery 
gasped, 


but didn’t pull away. BJ moved Avery’s hand until he was 
stroking 


up and down the shaft. Avery watched as BJ shuddered and 
his 


eyes closed. He had done that. He had made BJ shudder like 
that 


and there was a smile on his face. He liked what Avery was 
doing. 


Avery pushed BJ’s hand aside and kept up the movements. 
“It’s not going to freak you out if | come all over your hand 
is it?” BJ was looking at him again, waiting. 

Without pausing to think about it, Avery said, “Do it.” 


BJ jerked and covered Avery’s hand and both their 
stomachs. 


Avery laughed out loud. “Oh my God, | did it. | made you 
come. 


You liked it and | didn’t freak out. I’m not shaking and trying 
to 


get away. I’m okay. | did okay, didn’t I?” Avery asked, 
coming 


down just a bit from the euphoria he felt at facing and 
conquering 


a fear that had nearly paralyzed him. 
BJ drew Avery to him and their wet stomachs squished 


together as they embraced. “You did perfect. | told you that 
you 


were a strong man. Don’t get all cocky now and push 
yourself 


too far too soon. I’m so proud of you. You’re going to be 
Okay. 


| really think so. How about you? | mean, I’m sure you still 
have 


a ways to go before you’re comfortable with full out sex, but 
you 


Surprised yourself, didn’t you?” 
Avery nodded, ducking his head. He felt BJ reach out and tip 
his head back up, making him meet BJ's eyes. 


“What is it? You know you can say anything to me.” BJ 
smiled 


for him. 


“I, will you, um.” Avery stopped for a moment and then as 


he’d learned to do with BJ he just blurted it out, “Will you 
touch 
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me, and if | freeze up, will you stop and let me be a wimp?” 
BJ didn’t even answer him. He just, again slowly, reached 


down between them and gently took Avery’s cock in his 
hand. 


Very carefully, keeping his eyes on Avery’s, BJ moved his 
hand, 


enclosing Avery’s cock, sliding up and down. Avery held his 


breath and watched what BJ was doing like he was 
mesmerized. 


“Breathe, baby. You have to breathe. You’re okay. Want me 
to 


stop?” BJ would, Avery knew it. 
“No!” Well, that probably told BJ just how he felt. Avery 


moved his hips just a little, moving his cock in and out of 
BJ’s 


fingers. He felt like he was taking a little control, not just 
letting 


this happen to him. BJ smiled at him and it was like the sun 


coming out. Avery saw pride and understanding in BJ’s eyes 
and 


he smiled back at him. Reaching down, he covered BJ’s hand 
and 


tightened it on his cock, moving with BJ, showing him that 
he 


could squeeze harder, slide faster. In seconds, Avery cried 
out 


and shot over their hands, adding to the mess on their 
stomachs. 


Avery sighed and dropped his head back onto the pillow. 
“You all right, baby? You’re so strong. You’re such a brave 
man, you know that. You’ve taken your life back. | Know that 


sounds very deep and profound, huh? But you’re letting 
yourself 


be happy. You’re taking what you want, despite the horror of 
your past. How would you feel about a shower with me? Feel 


like continuing with the new experiences? If you want, l'II 
wait 


while you shower by yourself, if you’re not ready.” BJ’s pride 
in 


Avery’s accomplishment was evident in his eyes. Avery let 
the 


goofy smile on his face reflect his own pride. 


“I'd love to shower with you, BJ. Can I wash your back for 


you?” Avery asked, blushing. 
“If | can wash yours. Then we have a date with the horses. 


This will be fun, | promise.” BJ rolled to the side of the bed 
and 


reached to take Avery’s hand, pulling him up, too. 

“What? The shower or the horses?” Avery asked. 

“Both. Anything with you is an adventure. Come on, Avery 
Strong.” 
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Avery liked hearing his new name spoken by BJ like that. He 
followed BJ into the bathroom, scratching at the mess on his 


stomach, feeling like that mixture of come was a badge of 
honor, 


proving that he wasn’t broken after all. 


ChaPteR twelve 


A week after they’d gotten rid of both members of the 
Daniels major crime family, Avery brought up an interesting 


question. How come Ms. Daniels came looking for Rankin at 
the 


ranch? Wouldn’t he have called her with his one phone call 
at the 


police station? Micah called the sheriff and was told that 
Rankin 


had been so mad at his mother that he called a friend of his, 
who 


evidently wasn’t one he could count on after all. 
“Figures,” BJ had said. “Rankin, or R.J. as | knew him, wasn’t 


the type to have friends who would be there for you in times 
of 


need. Maybe ones who would get you into trouble or help 
put 


you away. So, you reckon her call was to Friedkin? Are they 
still 


in jail? Did the higher ups that she worked for get them out 
or 


leave them hanging?” 


“Last | checked, she was gone, but he was still there. We 
have 


evidence connecting him to the fire here and the threat 
toward 


you two. | don’t doubt but that she’ll talk Friedkin and his 
pals 


into putting up bail for him. Somehow these kinds of people 


always have an out.” Micah was disgusted with the whole 
topic. 


He hated this waiting. 
The officers who were working undercover as ranch hands 


had all looked at the files, and they’d had a major 
conference, 


throwing out ideas, suggestions, and scenarios. The 
consensus 


was that Townsend had a lot of evidence, ideas that he was 


pursuing, and even some quotes from people who had 
plenty to 


say about Global Vistas. It was all very damning, but they 
knew 


that when it came to putting someone away for something, 
you 


had to have irrefutable proof. They all agreed that there 
wasn't 


enough yet for prosecution. It just wasn’t in there. They 
couldn't 


even prove that Friedkin was responsible for either Lizbet 
Stone 


or Bill Townsend’s deaths, not to mention the destruction of 


Able’s loft and the bombed Suburban. They all knew it, but 
they 


would need more evidence to get the outcome they wanted. 
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Micah knew they needed to get this information to the 
officers 


in Oklahoma City that were working the case and let them 
add it 


to what they had. 
Now, the files did contain enough damning evidence to 


warrant official investigation, thus making it dangerous for 
the 


GV group if the authorities got hold of it. Evidently Ms. 
Daniels 


had known what was in the files, keeping GV apprised of the 


information. When it got to where they thought it was too 
risky 


to have that much info on them in one place, or when she 
realized 


that Townsend was onto her as their plant, they’d taken care 
of 


it. 
So, basically now they were sitting on a powder keg that 


wasn’t as helpful to them as it was hurtful to Global Vistas, 
so it 


made sense that Friedkin was going to have to make an 
attempt 


at getting it. But the people on Stone Canyon Ranch were 
really 


getting stir crazy waiting for something to happen. Avery 
had just 


asked if he and BJ could go into town on a grocery run. 
Micah 


was leaning toward letting them go, with two of the security 
guards going along, alert and armed. 
“Take the new Suburban and there'll be plenty of room for 


you all, the guards, and the groceries in the back. Maybe 
you 


could stop in and see Graves for a few minutes, BJ, if you’d 
like. | 


know you've been stuck here for a while and it’s bound to 
get old. 


Just promise you'll be aware of your surroundings all the 
time. | 


don’t want anything to happen to either of you.” 
“Yes, Mom.” Avery said, and they all laughed at the 


juxtaposition of names. Micah swiped at him and Avery 
ducked, 


giggling. 
Micah took the two chosen guards aside and talked to them 


about how the town was laid out and what to watch for 
while 


they were there. They were not to leave the two young men 
alone 


at all. He even wanted BJ to go to the grocery with Avery, 
and 


Avery was to go to the lawyer's office with BJ, instead of 
them 


separating. They all seemed okay with that plan. Everyone 
had 


their cells and knew to call Micah at the first sign of trouble. 
BJ and Avery were acting like children let out of school for 
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the summer, laughing and talking about what they were 
going 


to buy and fix for supper, and how exciting it was to be 
meeting 


with the lawyer where BJ might be working soon. 

They never even made it into town. 

Dave Stephens and Tom Baker were the guards with them 
and they were in the front. Avery and BJ were in the middle 


seats talking animatedly and laughing as they came around 
a 


sharp curve about three miles from the ranch. Dave, who 
was 


driving, slammed on the brakes and they all gasped, 
grabbing 


for seat backs and dashboard, respectively. All eyes were 
trained 


on the road in front of them. There was a young man lying 
on 


the pavement. He was facing away from them and his leg 
was 


turned at an odd angle. A horse was standing by his side, 
reins 


trailing the ground. It seemed obvious that he’d been 
thrown and 


it looked like that leg was broken. 


Avery and BJ reached for their doors to get out and both 


Dave and Tom yelled, “Stop!” 
“Oh, come on, there’s no one else around here. He needs 


help. Look at him. What do you think, the horse is going to 
attack 


us?” Avery said, upset that the men sounded so unfeeling. 
“Our job is to protect you all, not him. Call it in, Tom. Get 
Micah and see who should be called. This could be a way to 


spread us all out. If we go on and he sends someone else 
from 


the ranch, that would leave it without much protection. If we 
get 


out, and it’s a trap, we’re stupid. Not taking the chance, 
boys.” 


Dave did sound like he was sorry. 
“I understand,” BJ said, “and I don’t blame you. Avery, they 


can’t take the chance.” BJ turned to Avery, hearing Tom on 
the 


phone with Micah, telling him where they were and what the 
scene entailed. Avery noticed that BJ had his cell out, too. 
BJ took Avery’s hand and squeezed it as they turned back to 


watch the young man. He wasn’t moving at all. The horse 
took 


a couple of steps away from him, then turned and looked at 
the 


people in the idling vehicle as if asking what they were 
waiting 


for. 
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The question as to whether Friedkin had more than the two 


men working for him was answered as four men, dressed in 
black, 


appeared at the windows, each with a gun trained on the 
men in 


the SUV. Orders were yelled in quick succession, all 
sounding 


jumbled as each said something different. 

“Keep your hands where we can see them!”, “Get out of the 
car!”, “Move, move!”, and “Open up and get out now!” 
Avery’s heart was in his throat, pounding so hard he thought 


he might choke. He looked over at BJ, whose eyes were wide 
and 


he was shaking his head. He said, quietly, “Don’t do 
anything 


stupid. I’m going to very quickly text Micah. Can you stall 
them 


a minute, Dave? | only need a few seconds. Mr. Townsend 
and | 


got really good at this in his office.” 
“Be careful, BJ,” Dave said, then turned to yell back at the 


man by his window. “Okay, okay. Let me turn it off. We’ll get 
out. 


We don’t want anyone to get hurt.” Dave made a big show 
of 


raising his hands so they could both be seen, then reaching 
down 


to turn off the key. By the time he was done, BJ had already 
texted Micah. 
“It’s done.” BJ said. 


“Do whatever they say. Don’t take any silly chances. We’re 
all 


going to stay alive. Go.” Dave opened his door and they all 
three 


opened theirs at the same time. 
The men reached in and grabbed them by the arms as they 


stepped out. Immediately, the two men who had hold of 
Dave 


and Tom clubbed them in the head with their guns and let 
them 


drop where they were. 
“Hey!” Avery started to say, but the one holding onto him 


turned and said, “Shut up or your girlfriend is next.” Avery 
shut 


up. He couldn’t help turning to look back at the two men 
who'd 


been talking with them just moments before. Fear for them 
was 


nearly as strong as it was for him and BJ. 
Avery tried to look over at BJ, but the big man holding BJ 


pulled him away from their truck and yanked on his arm, 
dragging 


him to another SUV behind them. Where had that come 
from? 
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Thankfully, Avery realized they were both being taken to the 


vehicle. He hated that BJ was grabbed, too, but he’d have 
been so 


much more scared if he’d been taken alone. 
There was no doubt that these were the guys working for 


this Friedkin character. Avery figured they were going to be 
held 


hostage until Micah gave them the files. It was the only 
thing that 


made sense. Wait, what about the guy in the road? Was that 
for 


real? Had they hurt him just to stop them or was he part of 
this? 


So many questions. Where were they going? Were these 
people 


going to hurt them, or even kill them? 


Avery thought about it. Probably not right away. Micah 
would 


want proof that they were alive before he would give up the 
files. 


He wondered if they could escape. They were moving fast, 
but 


would it be fast enough? He knew that Micah was already on 
the 


way, or someone was, because of the call that Tom had 
made. 


Would they be in time? Then he wondered how he could 
think 


rationally about all these questions when he was scared 
shitless. 


Oh, hell. If they did come, would these guys shoot them? 


Avery and BJ were thrown into the back of the vehicle and 


the four men got into the front, evidently not worried that 
they 


would try anything. They hadn’t even tied them up. Of 
course, 


they had to get the hell out of Dodge, so to speak. Avery 
looked 


at BJ to see what he was doing. He was hunched over, his 
body 


turned so they couldn’t see him. BJ had his phone out again 
and 


his fingers were moving rapidly over the buttons on his 
phone. 


Why couldn’t he think of something smart like that to do 
instead 


of just letting things happen to him? Maybe he could create 
a 


diversion so BJ had more time to let Micah know where they 
were. 


He started up with the kooky gay ditz number, hoping to 
drive 


them crazy and keep their minds off what BJ might be doing. 
He 


scooted up and sort of put himself in the middle of the seat, 


partially hiding BJ and acting like he wanted to engage the 
two 


men in the middle seat in conversation. If they only knew 
how 


he was shaking inside. 


Just before he started his distraction routine he saw 
movement 
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in front of the SUV they’d just exited. The man who'd been 
on 


the road was now mounting the horse and heading down 
the 


road. He must have either been one of them or someone 
they 


paid for the diversion. Avery wondered how you offered a 
job 

like that. “Hey, want to make some quick money? All you 
have to do is lie 


in the road and act like you’re hurt while we kidnap some 
people.” 


Not having time to worry about that, he went with his 
instinct 


and upped it by about twenty. “Oh my God, what are you 
guys 


doing? Where are you ta king us? You’re not going to hurt 
us, are 


you? | mean, we were just going to the grocery store, ya 
know? 


God, how fast are you going? It’s all | can do to hold on. 
You're 


going to get us killed in an accident. | don’t want to die like 
this. 


Hey, what about that guy on the road? Did he fall from his 
horse? 


What are you going to do with us now?” Hey, he could keep 
it up 


for hours if it kept the eyes of the two in the back seat on 
him 


and not BJ. 
“Will you shut up, you little fag? Jesus! It’s a shame we can’t 


just knock you off right away. You’re a worthless little shit, 
aren't 


you?” asked the one right in front of BJ, who was turned to 


keep an eye on them. BJ had his hand down below the seat 
and 


was looking back and forth between the two of them like he 


was scared to death, his fingers flying over the keys. Avery 
was 


amazed and proud of him. 


“Hey, there’s no reason to get personal. I’ve never done 


anything to you. I’ve never even hurt anybody. Can you say 
that? 


| bet not. You never told me about the guy in the road. | saw 
him 


ride off just now, you know. Does he work for you? Did you 
get 


him at Kidnappers ‘R’ Us? ” Avery was trying to just keep 
them 


engaged, irritated, sidetracked, but not get mad enough to 
really 


lash out...or to think about taking away cell phones and so 
on. 


He was sure they’d be doing more to restrain them if the 
one 


driving wasn’t going so fast and driving like a maniac. 
Maybe 


they’d crash and be able to get away from them...if they 
weren't 


all dead. He started talking again. 
When Micah’s phone rang in his pocket, he knew something 
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had happened. He grabbed it and saw that it was from Tom 
Baker. 


Upon hearing what they’d come upon, Micah told them to 
stay in 


the truck and he’d send one of the other security people 
while he 


called 9-1-1 for help. Immediately upon hanging up, he 
yelled for 


Frank Moorman. Standing on the steps by the kitchen door, 
he 


rang the bell that hung there, a prearranged signal for 
everyone 


on the ranch that something was wrong. 
Just as Frank ran up, his phone buzzed in his hand and he 


brought it up. Frank must have seen the look on his face 
because 


instead of talking, he came around so he could read the text 
that 


was coming in from BJ. 
“Four armd mn tkg us. Lvg ths on.” 
“Shit. | knew it. | sent them right into a trap.” Quickly, Micah 


told Frank what happened on the road and how he’d told 
them 


to stay in the truck. Now this. 
“I'll get the men and we'll go after them. Do you think you 


have enough coverage for the ranch? I'll leave Clint with 
your 


men. I'll take Chris and follow them. You were smart to get 
the 


new phones for everyone with the GPS program in them. 
This 


new technology is amazing. l'Il sync to yours and use it and 
you 


can keep yours open for him.” 
As they talked, they were hurrying out to gather the men 


who were leaving and the ones who were staying to protect 
the 


ranch. Able came running from the barn with Adam, Wally, 
and 


Barney. Batman, Ronnie, and Jack were coming up fast from 
the 


equipment shed. Most of his crew had been staying close to 
the 


house as much as possible. 


“It’s on,” he told them as they all gathered around him. 
“Avery 


and BJ are with Dave and Tom. There was a trap about three 
miles from here on the way to town. They stopped and now 


BJ says that four armed men have taken them. Frank is 
going 


to...” Micah stopped talking as the phone in his hand buzzed 


again. “Wait. BJ is texting me again. | can’t believe he’s able 
to do 


that in the middle of this.” Holding the phone out so as 
many 


as possible could see, he watched the message appear. His 
heart 
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dropped and his hand began to shake. Able actually put his 
hand 


under Micah’s to hold it steady as they all watched the 
words 


appear that would send them into action. 

“D&T knckd out. A&I tkn in blk 

SUV. Bkwds pst rnch. Hstgs for fls? 

Hpe GPS on. Fne so far.” 

“Good Lord, the boy’s got balls. | wonder how he’s able to 


do that. They must not have checked them for phones or 
tied 


them up. Well, yet. Doesn’t matter. Their mistakes work in 
our 


favor. Yes, the GPS is on and working so we can find them 
with 


no problem. We just don’t know how many they’re going to 


send here or if they’re going to play the ‘hostage for the 
files’ 


card. Will they come and try to take them or will they trade 
the 


boys for them? And will there be more men where they’re 
taking 


them? Too many variables to work with here, but we don’t 
have 


time to worry about it. We have to act fast before they can 
get 


their plan in motion.” 
Frank spoke up, saying, “Chris and | are on our way. We'll 


keep the signal and see where they go. Clint will stay here. 
You 


have the files safe? And, are you going to give them up if 
you 


have to in order to get the young men back safely?” 
“Of course! We’ve made copies, so yeah, no problem. We’ve 


even faxed copies to Officer Cambridge so they can get 
started 


on an Official investigation. But right here and now, nothing 
IS 


more important than Avery and BJ. Everything we do from 
now 


on is to keep them safe and get them back. Avery has grown 
up 


a lot, but he’s got to be scared and | hate that.” Micah tried 
to get 


a handle on his emotions. Rage filled him. “I wish they’d had 
the 


guts to come after me. But no, they’re smart. They knew to 
take 


someone close to me.” 
He felt Able’s hand on his back, giving him strength, adding 


his silent support. Micah prayed they all got through this 
with no 


one hurt, or worse. 


“Wally, | want you and Barney in the house. Barney will act 
as 


first round of protection. He’ll let us know if someone he 
doesn’t 
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know tries to get in. Adam, please work with them. You're in 


charge there. The copied files are safely hidden and the real 
ones 


we'll turn over if we need to are sitting right on my desk. 
Leave 


them there for now.” 


Adam, Wally, and Barney headed into the house. Micah sent 


one of the young hands to get anything they’d need from 
the 


bunkhouse. Jack had walked off when Micah started talking 
and 


he showed up now with a duffle bag that he set down and 
opened. 


He passed out guns to those who didn’t already have one. 
Able had his own, but Micah took one. Micah told Jack to 


take one in to Adam and Wally. He didn’t want anyone on 
this 


ranch to be unprotected. In the last few days, the security 
guards 


had spent time working with everyone on the ranch that 
worked 


near the house on shooting skills. All had some knowledge 
of 


their guns and enough practice to get the job done. 
“Hurry, Frank. You know they’re not going to let much more 


time go by without checking the boys out for phones or 
weapons. 


We were extremely lucky to get this much information. B]’s 


history of texting with his boss has paid off for us.” 


Able spoke up to ask, “What are you and | going to do?” 


“I thought about it, and I’m going with Frank. | want as 
many 


people helping to get those two back as possible. We’ll keep 
up 


the texting thing in case we're in a situation where we need 
to 


converse, but don’t want to be heard. Everybody put it on 
vibrate 


now and pay close attention. You with me?” Micah would 
never 


pressure Able into joining in, but he hoped his lover would 
want 


to. 
“Try to stop me. Where you go, | go. Let’s hit it. We’ll keep 


in touch with the ones here by phone, but let’s get on the 
road. 


Separate trucks or ride with the others?” 
Micah thought a second and said, “Separate. We might need 


two later. Let’s go get them back. Able, you call the sheriff 
and 


see how many men he can round up. Tell them to check with 
you 


or Frank, since I’m keeping this open in case BJ can send 
more. 


It’s been quite a while. They may have taken it already. He’s 
pretty 


226 AKM Miles 

smart. | hope they don’t hurt him or Avery. God, | hate this!” 
Two vehicles flew down the ranch road and turned onto the 
highway. Micah’s heart was pounding as he drove, trying not 
to think of what they might be doing to Avery and BJ, to get 
information from them. 

“Don’t think about it. We'll find them and get them back 


before they’re hurt,” Able said, reaching out to touch 
Micah’s 


shoulder for a moment. 

“How’d you know what | was thinking about?” Micah asked, 
glancing quickly over at Able. 

“I know you. | know your heart.” 

“God, don’t make me mushy now. I love him, you know. He’s 
a wonderful young man who has come so far. | don’t want to 


think of him not being safe and happy at Stone Canyon.” 
Micah 


blinked rapidly and told himself to suck it up and take care 
of 


business. 
“So don’t think of it. Think about what we're going to do 


when we find them. How we’re going to get them back. 
You're 


already his hero. You'll have godlike status. | see a lot of 
peach 


cobbler in your future,” Able teased. 
“Works for me. Here,” he handed Able his cell phone, “hold 


onto this in case we get more. | bet they took it from him, 
though. 


Maybe he just stopped so he wouldn’t get caught. Frank’s 
got his 


phone using the internet connection and set up to track the 
GPS, 


but | want to leave this open, just in case.” 
“Good idea.” 


Able’s phone buzzed just then and he answered quickly, 
then 


relayed Frank’s message, “They’re turning left onto a side 
road 


about four and a half miles from your road.” 


Micah slapped the steering wheel, yelling so Frank could 
hear, 


“They’re going to the Donaldson farm. It’s one that they got 
by 


questionable means. Wait, | know another way in. We can go 
right 


past that road and about half a mile later there’s another 
one that 
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leads to a loading station for cattle. We can go in that way 
and | 


know that in this truck we can make it through the arroyo 
and get 


fairly close to the house without them seeing us. The 
element of 


Surprise would have to work in our favor.” 

Frank came back with, “I’m pulling over and I'll let you lead. 
You're the boss out here. We're following you now.” 

Before long the two vehicles were turning onto Donaldson’s 


land. Micah jumped out to open a gate, not worrying about 
closing 


it as he knew there were no cattle on the land now. He had 
Able 


call and tell Frank they needed to go fairly slowly so as not 
to stir 


up enough dust to cause anyone to come check it out. 
The ride was bumpy and jerked them from side to side as 


the truck traveled through the wide ditch. He tried not to 
think 


about how scared Avery must be. Dealing with Rankin and 
Janice 


Daniels was almost farcical compared to how dangerous 
these 


men were. 
“| wonder if Friedkin himself is here, or if he just sent his 
men. I’m expecting a call asking for the files in exchange for 


Avery and BJ. They didn’t kill them right off, so they must 
want 


them for something. I’m thinking they won’t hurt them too 
bad 


until they call me. This is where you come in and tell me I’m 


right,” Micah said, letting his worry show as he slowed to a 
stop. 


“You're right. They're fine. We’ll get them back before 
they’re 


hurt,” Able came back right on cue. 


The four men exited their trucks and met to see what Micah 


thought they should do. He explained where the farm 
buildings 


were in relation to where they were now. Frank and Chris 
went 


one way, high and around, while Micah drew Able with him 
ina 


Straight line to the back of the biggest barn. Putting his 
finger up 


to his lips, Micah pointed to the right, telling Able to go 
around 


the side of the barn. From this side they couldn’t be seen 
from 


the house. 
Creeping up to the front edge of the barn, Micah looked 
around and saw the black SUV pulled up close to the house. 


There was one armed man standing on the porch, which 
meant 
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three of them, at least, were inside. 

“You see Frank and Chris?” Micah whispered to Able. 
“To your right, just behind the house. Got a plan?” Able 


whispered back. 


“Hell no. You?” Micah felt useless for the moment. They 


couldn’t sneak up to the house from where they were as the 
area 


in front of the barn was wide open. Frank had a better 
chance 


coming at it from the back and giving them an idea of what 
was 


going on inside. Micah pointed and they moved to the back 
of 


the barn. 
“Text Frank and tell him we need him to see how close 


he can get to the house and let us know what he sees 
inside,” 


Micah told Able, while he called the ranch to make sure 
nothing 


was happening there. He could hear little ticks as Able’s 
fingers 


moved over the buttons on his phone while he listened to 
the 


ranch phone ring, and ring, and ring. Shit. Now what? Adam 
or 


Wally should have been able to answer. He hung up and 
tried 


calling Clint, the other guard. 


“Stone Canyon.” 
“Clint? Micah. Can you tell me why no one answers at the 


house? What’s going on there?” Micah wanted to yell, but 
kept it 


down to a whisper right into the phone. 


“It’s okay, boss. They’re both out here with Barney. We’re 
right 


out back. No problem. Everything okay there?” Clint asked. 
“We've found them, but can’t get to them yet. Keep an eye 


out over there, okay?” Micah asked, then closed his phone 
when 


Clint promised he would. 
Just then they heard a gunshot and Micah and Able stared at 


each other in shock. Micah started to run around the barn, 
but 


Able grabbed his arm, keeping him from running right out in 


the open with a gunman somewhere out there. He stopped 
and 


nodded silently, thanking Able. They crept up to the edge of 
the 


barn again and saw that the guard on the front porch was 
gone. 


Was he the one shooting? Had it come from inside the 
house? Or 


had it been Frank or Chris? God, he was going to lose his 
mind. 


Stone Canyon 229 


Micah felt a touch on his arm and saw that Able was 
pointing 


to the back corner of the house. Frank and Chris were 
standing 


there, flush against the side, peering into one of the 
windows. 


Where had the guard gone? Was he likely to come up 
behind the 


two men? Micah felt totally out of his element in this 
situation. 


Damn! He hated feeling at a loss like this. 
Able pointed again and Micah now saw the gunman coming 


back out of the house, clutching his arm. They could see 
blood 


running down between his fingers from a wound on the 
upper 


part of his right arm. His gun was nowhere in sight now. 


Micah leaned down to whisper in Able’s ear, “Now that has 
to 


be an interesting story.” Able nodded. 
As they watched, the man moved slowly down the steps and 


headed for the truck. Someone screamed from inside the 
house, 


“Idiots!” 
Micah felt like he was in the middle of a movie that he’d lost 


the storyline to. He couldn’t figure out what was happening. 
The 


next thing he knew one of the other men was coming out 
the front 


door, followed by a man in a Suit. Friedkin! It had to be. 
Micah 


clutched Able’s arm. Again Able nodded his understanding. 
As they watched, Friedkin headed out to the passenger side 
of the truck, mumbling all the way, obviously furious about 
something. As he neared the truck he swung his arm and hit 


the injured man, almost knocking him off his feet. The three 
of 


them piled into the truck. The SUV started and they watched 
as 


the driver turned and sped down the long drive to the road. 


Able and Micah stood up and looked at each other. “That 


leaves two we know of inside with Avery and BJ. | wonder if 


those three are headed for the ranch.” Micah took out his 
phone 


and called Batman at the ranch, telling him to be on the 
lookout. 


He explained what had happened and that they’d be there 
as soon 


as they rescued Avery and BJ. 
As soon as Micah hung up, Able said, “Makes sense, or they 


may just be going to go make the call to you. They'll say 
they’re 


not where the boys are when you ask to talk to them.” 
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Micah nodded, saying, “Text Frank and find out what he sees 
in there. Will it take all of us to get them out? Can we do it 
quickly so we can go and cover the ranch, too? Let’s get this 


show on the road.” Micah was torn and frustrated and so 
filled 


with adrenaline he could rush the house and take on both 
men 


himself if something didn’t happen soon. 


He watched while Able’s fingers moved over the phone 
again 


and was surprised to see him smile when he turned to 
Micah. 


“Avery and BJ are okay. They’re in a small bedroom close to 


the kitchen. The other two men are in there eating from 
takeout 


boxes. Avery and BJ are tied up now, but Avery saw them at 
the 


window and smiled at them and nodded his head like he 
knew 


we were here to rescue them. Now would be the perfect 
time. 


Let’s make a run for the front of the house and meet with 
Frank 


at the corner, while Chris stays by that window so we'll 
know it’s 


safe to go in the front. We'll time it and hit the front and 
back. 


They’re further from the front so we should kick in the front 


door, pulling them away from the back, and then 
immediately 


Frank and Chris can hit the back. They won’t know which 
way to 


go. It might give us just the time we need to take them 
without 


anyone getting hurt.” 


“You're the man on this. Let’s do it.” 
As soon as Micah spoke, Able took off running for the front 


corner of the house, Micah close on his heels. Frank came 
up the 


side to meet them. Able and Frank talked quietly for a few 
seconds 


and then Frank headed back to whisper to Chris. Chris 
popped 


his head up and mouthed something to Avery and BJ inside 
then 


they headed for the back of the house. Micah and Able 
headed 


to the porch and Able counted to five by popping up his 
fingers 


slowly, then he turned and kicked in the front door. 


Bam! Iit slammed against the wall, making a huge noise. 
They 


both stepped through, guns drawn, watching for men to 
come 


down the hall from the kitchen. Micah moved over to one 
side 


and Able to the other as they heard steps pounding, then 
the 


back door burst open and the steps stopped a moment. 


They heard Frank yell, “Drop your guns! Now! Get down on 
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the floor!” Micah looked into the hall and saw one man 
looking 


to the back and one looking to the front. Not wanting them 
to 


think they had an avenue out the front, he stepped into 
view with 


his gun drawn. Just as he did, Able followed suit from the 
other 


side and they stood shoulder to shoulder, guns up and 
pointing 


into the hall. They could see Frank and Chris in about the 
same 


position at the back of the hall. Only a fool wouldn’t have 
followed 


orders faced with four guns and four very determined faces. 
The men dropped the guns and were even smart enough to 


slide them across the floor, one to the front and one to the 
back. 


Able stepped in and took the gun from his side while Chris 
took 


the other. Able stepped over and pulled up the guy at this 
end 


while Micah covered him. The same thing was being done 
with 


the other man from the back side of the hall. The house was 


empty, but there were still curtains in this room so Micah 
pulled 


them down, using the cords to tie both men’s hands and 
feet, 


tightly. 


Once the men were secured Micah ran to the room where 
the 


two young men were being kept. He stepped in and saw 
nothing. 


There was a bed in the room that still had a quilt on it, but it 
was 


empty. 

“Avery? BJ?” He stepped further in the room. A groan came 
from the other side of the bed, closer to the window, and he 
hurried over. 

BJ and Avery were on the floor, huddled together as close to 


each other as possible, eyes huge. They had duct tape on 
their 


mouths and their hands and feet were both secured with the 
gray 


tape. 
“Able!” Micah figured his two guards could handle the two 


men. He needed Able’s help in here. Able came in and 
smiled 


down at Avery and BJ on the floor. 
“Need some help, guys?” 
They went to Avery and BJ and together pulled them up and 


sat them onto the bed beside each other. Micah stood in 
front of 


Avery and Able in front of BJ. 
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Micah said, “This is going to hurt.” At the same time he and 


Able reached out and grasped the tape on Avery and BJ’s 
faces, 


ripping it off. 

“IIlee!” yelled Avery. 

“Ouch!” yelled BJ. 

Working together now, Micah and Able, both having knives 


in their pockets, cut the tape from hands and feet and then 
both 


had their arms full of scared but happy young men. 


“I knew you'd come, Micah. | knew you would. Thank you 


so much. | was so scared. They kept saying they hated fags 
and 


hoped they got the chance to kill us.” Avery was holding 
onto 


Micah like he’d never let him go. 
BJ was getting a much needed hug from Able while he said, 


“Did you see the ones who left? That was Omar Friedkin. 
There 


was this big fight and he was so mad at that one guy he 
shot him 


right in front of us. | thought we were next. He, oh God, 
Micah, 


he’s headed for the ranch! He said he was tired of this shit 
and 


was going to go take care of things himself. We’ve got to 
go!” 


Micah had his phone out immediately and was calling 
Batman. 


“Put Adam, Wally, and Barney in the cellar off the kitchen. 
Put 


the rug over the door to it. Stay far away from there. 
Friedkin and 


two of his goons are on their way. One’s been injured so he 
might 


not be too big a problem. We’ve got to get back to the 
trucks. 


We're all on the way back. Follow the plan we talked about. 
Good 


man, Bat. Be careful.” 


The plan was that there were three security men, since 
they’d 


retrieved Dave and Tom from the road and they were now 


mobile, and they, along with Micah’s men, were spread out 
in all 


the buildings close to the house. All were armed and very 
good 


shots. None of them knew what to expect from Friedkin, but 
they were as prepared as they could be. 

Batman called Micah back as they were all running to the 
trucks, hidden in the arroyo. 

“What is it?” Micah said, trying to hold the phone, run, and 
hear what Batman was saying. 
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“Adam refused to stay in the cellar. He talked Wally into 


staying with Barney to protect him, but Adam’s in the front 


bedroom window with a rifle. Says he’s waiting for you and 
Able. 


Everybody’s ready.” 
Micah and the others had made it to the trucks and he hung 
up as they backed down the arroyo until they could turn and 


speed across the field, then onto the road toward the ranch. 
BJ 


and Avery were surprisingly quiet in the backseat. Micah 
spared a 


glance and dropped his gaze with a smile. BJ had Avery 
wrapped 


up completely in his arms and they were engaged in a 
savage kiss. 


Micah looked quickly over at Able and he was smiling, too, 
eyes 


front. 


Micah swerved onto the drive to his ranch and saw that 
Frank 


was right on his bumper. If Friedkin’s vehicle was there it 
would 


be pinned in by theirs. As he drew near the house he saw 
that 


there was a black SUV pulled up close to the house. Seeing 
that 


there was no one inside it, he drew up and blocked any 
forward 


move while Frank stopped behind the SUV. Now where were 
they? The house was the obvious answer. 
Frank and Chris were out and standing beside Avery and 


BJ. Now the six of them headed inside, the younger men in 
the 


middle. The door wasn’t locked so Micah stepped right in, 
unsure 


of just what he was walking into, but hey, it was his house. 


The man who'd been shot in the arm at the Donaldson's 
ranch 


was sitting on the couch, a gun in his hand, pointed right at 
them 


as they filed into the room. As if choreographed, BJ and 
Avery 


stepped behind Micah and Able, who both had their guns 
out and 


pointed right back at him. Frank and Chris also had guns 
trained 


on the man, who was looking a lot less imposing as he faced 
the 


four of them. He opened his mouth to yell out, but Micah put 


his finger up to his mouth and raised his gun to aim directly 
at the 


man’s head. No shout was heard. Micah motioned for the 
man to 


put down his gun. Chris walked to him and took it. Chris 
pulled 


some zip ties out and cuffed him in front, showing mercy for 
the 


injured arm. Micah saw that he took the precaution of tying 
the 


man’s feet, too. One down. 
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Micah couldn’t believe they’d driven up, all gotten out, 
come 


in, and disarmed the guard—all without Friedkin and the 
other 


one coming to see what was up. Micah pointed to his office 
and 


Able, Chris, and Frank headed that way, silently. Micah 
looked to 


Avery and BJ and pointed to the kitchen, crooking his finger 
for 


them to follow him. Avery looked like he was going to 
refuse, but 


BJ grabbed his hand and pulled and they headed to the 
kitchen. 


Micah wanted them out of the way if bullets were going to 
fly. 


He gave Avery a quick hug and touched B]’s shoulder, then 


pointed to Avery’s rooms. They went in and he heard them 
lock 


the door. 


When they got there, Micah saw that out the window, 
several 


of the hands were advancing on the house, staying away 
from 


the office window. He was beginning to feel better about 
their 


chances of getting out of this without bloodshed. He opened 
the kitchen door to the back and let Batman and Ronnie in, 


Supposing that others were coming in the front. Bat nodded 
at 


him and he and Ronnie moved toward the office, while 
Micah 


headed for the secret passage. 
Granted, they were being as silent as possible, but surely 


Friedkin had to know something was up. He made it to the 
door 


that led to the office from the passage. He knew it wouldn’t 
squeak because he kept it oiled. The whole idea of a secret 


passage would be lost if the door gave it away. He very 
slowly 


opened the door just enough to see inside his office. 

Omar Friedkin was sitting at Micah’s desk, calmly looking 
through the files, while the guard was facing the door of the 
office. He looked alert, but Micah had to wonder if they were 


both deaf. Maybe Friedkin was so focused that he’d tuned 
out 


everything else. Micah felt the guard had no excuse for 
being so 


lacking in skills. 
Keeping to their use of technology, Micah texted Frank and 


told him to count slowly to five and then push open the 
door. He 


explained the situation inside, and that they needed to be 
ready. 


He told him to have them all come in with guns up and 
ready. 


Micah planned on stepping in on the count of three so the 
guard 
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would be facing him when Frank opened the door. 
He closed the phone, counted to three and opened the door, 


stepping in to say, “Can | help you find something? You are 
Mr. 


Friedkin, right?” He was proud that his voice didn’t quiver 
with 


his nerves strung out the way they were. 
As expected the guard swung around, his gun up, his stance 


spread. Friedkin didn’t even move. Cold bastard. Micah and 
the 


guard were in an armed standoff and Friedkin just kept 
looking 


at papers in front of them. Also, as expected, the door now 


behind the guard opened and Frank had his gun in the 
guard’s 


back before he could respond. 
“Drop it.” Frank said, quietly. 
“Do as the man says. They seem to have us outnumbered,” 


Omar, still calm, said, as he looked up at the guns held by 
Able, 


Chris, Frank, Adam, Batman, Dave, Tom, and Ronnie. Micah 


stepped over to the desk and placed his gun right into 
Friedkin’s 


neck. Oh, how he wanted to let his finger twitch on the 
trigger. 


“Tell me the truth. Did you kill my mother yourself, or did 


you have one of them do it for you?” Micah’s voice was 
calm, 


but his heart was racing. 


“I'd advise you to move away from me. | have your two 
young 


friends well guarded. All it will take is for me to fail to call 
them 


in...” Friedkin looked at his watch, then turned his eyes up 
to 


look at Micah, “...fifteen minutes and they will join your dear 
departed mother. She was a spirited old thing right up to the 
end,” Friedkin was foolish in his smug demeanor. 

Micah couldn’t help it. He flipped the gun to his other hand 


and with all his strength he hit Friedkin in the face. His fist 
caught 


the man on the chin with enough power behind it to tip him 


backward, and Omar hit the floor and didn’t move. Micah 
looked 


over to the others and saw that Frank had tied up the guard. 


Able moved over to take the gun from Micah while Batman 


and Ronnie moved to tie up Friedkin. 

“You heard him. You did, didn’t you? Was that a confession? 
Was he saying that he killed her?” Micah asked Able. As if on 
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cue, they all heard sirens as cars drew up in front of the 
house. 


As they listened to doors slamming, Micah glanced at Able 
and 


said, “Call Lambert and Cambridge. They’re going to want to 
talk 


to this guy. | bet he’s just as liable to brag about killing 
Townsend. 


How can people be like that?” 


Able put his hand on Micah’s back in a subtle show of 
Support. 


Micah wasn’t having any of that. He grabbed Able and held 
onto 


him as the sheriff came in with a deputy, two more following 


behind. There were now close to twenty men with guns 
standing 


around in the office and hallway. 


“Uh, Micah, you want to tell all these men to put their guns 


down? | can’t tell the bad guys from the good guys. It looks 
like 


you have things under control, but do you think you could 
fill 


me in?” The sheriff was kidding since he knew most of the 


men, but he was right. Micah nodded all around and the 
guns 


disappeared. 

Just then Avery and BJ came running in and stopped in their 
tracks in the middle of all the men. 

“Micah? Is it over? Is everyone okay? Oh, there’s Dave and 
Tom. Are you all okay? I’m so sorry | forgot to ask about you 


all. | bet you have headaches, huh? So, what’s going to 
happen to 


them now?” Avery asked, pointing to the two men who were 
tied 


up, before continuing, “Can we prove that they killed Mrs. 
Stone 


and the lawyer, BJ’s boss? | hope so. They’ve done so much 
to 


hurt all of us. Oh, Barney! And Wally! Where are they? God, 
I’m 


hungry. Is anybody else hungry? BJ, you want to help me out 


in the kitchen? How many of you are staying for food?” 
Avery 


barely paused to take a breath in the whole speech. 
“Well, things are just about back to normal,” Micah said, 


laughing. “You are all invited to stay for what I’m sure will be 
a 


great meal. | don’t know about the rest of you, but Avery’s 
right. 


I’m hungry. Sheriff, we’ll invite you all out for a meal soon. 
Right 


now, please take these three men out of here. There are two 
more 


tied up at the Donaldson ranch.” 

“You all managed to bring down this whole group without 
anyone getting hurt. I’m impressed,” the sheriff said. 
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“It pays to be well prepared and have a lot of people who 


know what they’re doing. This is going to take a while, but | 
think 


eventually we’ll get justice for the deaths and other wrongs 
these 


men have caused.” 


Micah looked at the room full of men who had been 
prepared 


to fight for the ranch, and the young men. He owed them 
all. “It 


was a good day’s work. Thank you, all of you. Be back here, 
when, Avery? How long until food is ready?” 
Adam spoke up and said, “l'Il help with that and I’d say we 


can have a good, big meal ready in an hour and a half. 
Come 


hungry, it’s going to be good. Oh, and we'll get Barney and 
Wally 


out of the cellar. | bet Barney could use a run and Wally will 
want 


to know what happened. See you all a little later.” He 
walked over 


to Able and grabbed him in a quick hug, then did the same 
to 


Micah. 
Adam, Avery, and BJ headed out of the room toward the 
kitchen. The sheriff and his deputies gathered Friedkin and 


his two men and presumably left to get the other two from 
the 


Donaldson's place. Micah’s men headed back to their 
chores, 


staying close to the house, talking animatedly about the 
excitement 


of the day. Out the office window Micah could see Wally and 


Barney heading down to the main barn, greeting the other 
men 


standing around the open barn door. 
Able walked right up to Micah and wrapped him up in his 


arms. He laid his head on Micah’s shoulder and said, “It’s 
just 


us. | could use about an hour with you. | know we have to go 
in 


and make statements and turn over evidence and then 
Officers 


Lambert and Cambridge will be here and they'll want to take 
Friedkin and his crew back to Oklahoma City.” 
“Looks like we solved their case for them. I’m so glad this is 


finally, if not over, then at least well on the way to being 
done. 


It’s a miracle that we came out of it without any casualties. 
Can 


you believe how calm and cold he was, sitting at my desk 
like he 


owned the place? Bastard. I’m still wound up. It’s really okay 
now, 


huh?” Micah asked, looking at Able, tired all of a sudden. 


“Yes, itis. It'll be nice to celebrate with all of them ina 
while, 
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but for now, | want to go upstairs. Is that selfish of me? | 
don’t 


care. This could have gone down a lot differently, you know. 


Three different times today some of us could have been hurt 
or 


worse. Miraculously, we all made it out of it in one piece. | 
think 


that needs to be celebrated.” Able looked like he thought 
Micah 


was going to disagree. 


Micah reached over to the desk and gathered the files 
together, 


locked them in a drawer, and turned back to Able. 


“I’m all yours. Let’s go work on another kind of hunger.” 


ePilogue 
Micah and Able were just returning from a week spent in 


the city. They’d had a great time refurnishing the loft with 
items 


they shopped for together. The prints from Thomas Young 
were 


retrieved and hung, including the new ones. The ones that 
Micah 


had purchased were in the plane with them, ready to be 
placed in 


the ranch house. 
Micah had enjoyed getting to know Able’s brothers, both 


hard-working young men who were glad to see that Able 
was 


okay and that Adam was back home and at the restaurant 
again. 


Barney had stayed at the ranch with Wally. Micah and Able 
both 


decided he was happier there. The trip had been almost like 
a 


honeymoon for the two of them and they’d taken full 
advantage 


of it. 


The nights were packed with passion and fulfillment. Micah 


and Able spent the time together that they’d been denied 
during 


the recent past. With less drama taking their attention off 
each 


other, their relationship flourished. They’d grown even 
closer and 


Micah was happier than he’d ever thought he’d be. He 
glanced 


over at Able and found his lover watching him. 
“Hey, you,” he said, smiling at Able and pushing the handle 


down that lowered the landing gear as he prepared to set 
the 


plane down on the paved runway. He knew Batman would 
be 


waiting to pick them up. 
“| loved spending the last week with you,” Able said. 
“I did, too. But this week is going to be great, too. First, you 


and | are going to the springs for two nights and then back 
to 


the house to get ready for the big party. Then, back to the 
falls 


with Thomas. I’m glad he agreed to come down with Adam 
and 


your brothers.” Micah smiled as he thought about how much 
fun 


he would have showing the photographer his property. “He'll 
be 


here for the full moon and there’s nothing more beautiful 
out 


there. We'll take him over the ranch and let him shoot what 
he 


240 AKM Miles 


wants, then trailer back up to the falls. We’d better plan on 
two 


nights again, because I’m betting he’s going to find so much 
up 


there to shoot that he’s not going to want to leave.” 
“I can’t wait to see it. The way you’ve described it makes it 
sound wonderful. I’m...wait, is that...?” Able pointed out the 


window as they taxied to a stop. “Is that Avery and BJ on 
those 


horses? Wow, I’d say Avery’s been spending a lot of time in 
the 


saddle. Look at them flying across there. He’s not on the 
same 


horse, either.” 


Micah looked and saw that Able was right. Avery and BJ 
were 


indeed racing across the field near the runway. After the one 


lesson that Micah saw, he wouldn’t have expected such skill 
from 


Avery. Both men were wearing cowboy hats and boots, he 
Saw as 


they pulled up right at the edge of the runway by Batman 
and the 


truck. Dust flew as they swung down and Micah laughed: he 
could 


almost read Batman’s lips as he waved his hand in front of 
his 


face. Avery and BJ were both laughing and they turned to 
wave as 


Micah and Able climbed down from the plane. Avery handed 
his 


and BJ’s reins over to Batman and ran out to meet them. 
Micah 


was grabbed and hugged by both men, as was Able. 
“Nice to see you, too. Somebody’s been practicing since | 
was gone. How much time have you spent on a horse since | 


left? You're doing really well, and | see you’ve graduated up 
from 


your first mount.” Micah patted Avery on the back and they 
all 


started walking over to Batman, who handed the reins back 
and 


headed for the plane to get their luggage. Able headed back 
to 


help him. 

“It wasn’t hard to graduate from that rocking horse they 
started me on,” Avery said. 

“Ha! | seem to remember you squealing like a child when we 
finally got you up on her,” Micah teased. 

“You didn’t have to mention that, boss,” Avery said. “BJ 


got off early to be here when you all got back. He’s been 
going 


in every day to work with Mr. Jackson and he loves it. BJ says 


Graves, he told us to call him that, anyway, BJ says that 
Graves Is 


really smart and is helping him a lot. | think, if everything 
works 
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out, BJ could end up taking over for him and then he could 
live 


here and we could be together forever and ever.” Avery 
looked 


good happy, Micah thought. 

“That sounds fine. So, you want to stay here on the ranch? 
Being my houseboy?” Micah teased. 

Avery looked at BJ and the feelings that passed between the 


two of them were there for anyone to see. Such clear 
devotion 


and love shone through both sets of eyes. Micah noticed, 
too, 


that the shadows that used to fill Avery’s gaze seemed to be 
gone. 


BJ had done wonders in lot of areas. 

“I'd love to stay and work for you at the ranch, if you’d like,” 
Avery said, sounding almost uncertain. 

“Of course I'd like, Avery. You’ve made yourself indispensible 


at the ranch. Able and | are both so busy when we're here 
that we 


don’t have time to do all the things that you do so well. 
Besides, 


you're a great cook. But, what about BJ?” Micah asked, 
looking at 


the young man in question, “Do you want to live at the 
ranch or 


somewhere else? I’m not insisting that Avery live on the 
ranch.” 


“| like living at the ranch, and | like Avery’s rooms, but 


someday I’d like to have a house, maybe.” BJ put his arm 
around 


Avery’s waist. 
“Well, it’s a big ranch, with a lot of land. Someday, maybe, 


a house could be built near the ranch house. As long as 
Avery 


doesn’t have to cross any fields with cattle in them.” 
Batman got 


a laugh out of that one and Avery blushed. 

“Oh, stop. Come on, BJ. Let’s race them back to the house. 
Avery moved to get on his horse. 

BJ was looking at Micah, mouth gaping. “Did you mean it? 


We could build a house on the ranch, have our own place, 
and 


still let Avery work with you? That would be wonderful. It’ll 
take 


us a while to afford it, though,” BJ finished. 


“Not so long, really, if it comes as a gift when you graduate 


from law school.” Micah said. 

“Micah, no way!” Avery was back off the horse and grabbing 
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Micah in another hug. 

“Uh, maybe you want to transfer some of this lovin’ to your 
own man,” Able teased, stepping up beside Micah. 

Avery laughed and did just that, grabbing BJ and hugging 
him, then planting a kiss on him right in front of the others. 
“Time to go,” Batman said, obviously a little uncomfortable 
with all the hugging and kissing going on. 


“I’m telling you, Thomas, you’re going to want every card 
you 


own with you up there. That’s the most amazing place I’ve 
ever 


seen. Micah and I spent two nights there and I’d have 
happily 


spent another week or more. It’s stunningly beautiful. | just 
don’t 


have the words to describe all the different wonders and the 


varying scenes. | can’t wait for you to see it.” Able knew he 
was 


almost gushing, but he would never forget the time he’d 
spent 


with Micah at the springs. There was a waterfall nearby that 
fed 


into the springs, and the sound of the water from the falls 
was 


very soothing, a calming accompaniment to the activities 
they’d 


enjoyed while there. 
The lovemaking between the two of them had been 


spectacular, and he would always keep the memories in his 
heart. 


But the sights would also live with him forever and he hoped 
to go up there with Micah on a regular basis. The feelings he 


experienced there bordered on spiritual. Able knew that 
Micah 


felt the same way. 


“I’m anxious to see it. This ranch is pretty amazing on its 
own. 


Micah has a beautiful place,” Thomas said, beer in one 
hand, the 


other resting on the camera around his neck. 


“We have a beautiful place,” said Micah, coming up to put 


an arm around Able. “It’s his now, too. We own this place 
anda 


great loft in town. How are you settling in, Thomas?” 

“Fine, Micah. Able was just telling me about the springs and 
how gorgeous it was up there.” 

Micah’s eyes went to Able’s and Able nearly melted on the 
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spot. The heat and passion that Micah let show on his face 
was 


intoxicating. It was a good thing Able wasn’t drinking or he’d 


be dizzy. Thomas laughed and said, “Okay, I’m going over 
here 


now.” With that he headed over to talk to Anthony and 
Adam. 


Andrew was off somewhere talking to Avery and BJ. Those 


three had hit it off and spent time together either in the 
kitchen, 


where Andrew was as interested in cooking as the other 
two, or 


riding on the ranch. Able was thrilled that his whole family 
was 


so enthralled with Micah’s ranch. It meant there would be 
many 


visits passing between them all in the future, and that made 
him 


one happy man. Well, a happier man. Micah was responsible 
for 


making him happy, more so than he’d ever thought 
possible. 


“Our families are blending together very well, aren’t they?” 
Micah said, echoing Able’s thoughts. 


“Perfect, huh? Avery, BJ, Dad, and Andrew outdid 
themselves 


with this meal. Everything is delicious and they’re all so 
happy 


talking about food, marketing, the restaurant, and that food 


channel they all sneak off to watch whenever they get a 
chance. 


l'm glad Officers Lambert and Cambridge made it down, too. 


They look happy over there talking to Batman and Ronnie.” 
Able 


pointed to where the four men in question stood, full plates 
in 


hand, talking animatedly. 
“Yeah, | welcomed them and got a little more information 


about the case. It’s going to be a couple more weeks at 
least 


before we need to go back to meet with the prosecution. | 
was 


happy to see all five of the Secure Five, | call them, show up, 
too. 


They’re making great headway in the buffet table. They 
deserve 


it. Hell, I’ve told them they can each consider this their own 
personal dude ranch anytime they want a place to get out of 


the city. Their eyes lit up at that, let me tell you. | think we 
have 


frustrated cowboys there. | said they could come all 
together or 


in singles or doubles and stay as long as they wanted. They 
just 


had to work with the men and they all jumped at the idea. 
We've 


made some good friends through this. Speaking of, where’s 
Wally 


and Barney?” Micah looked around. Wally had become a 
favorite 


on the ranch. All the men looked out for him and included 
him 


244 AKM Miles 


in their off-time activities. 


“| heard Thomas ask him if he could take some pictures 
of him and some of the two of them together. Wally was so 


proud. | think he went to the bunkhouse to spiff up a little 
more. 


And if he went, Barney went. They’re a pair now.” Able 
smiled 


affectionately as he said it. 

“You don’t mind that Barney spends more time with Wally 
than he does with you?” Micah didn’t want there to be any 
feelings of loss in Able’s mind. 

“Not at all. | see Barney enough and he remembers me. | 


love that Wally has a place now and that Barney loves him. | 
have 


r 


you, Micah, and I truly don’t need anything else in this life.’ 
Able 


made sure he was looking right at Micah when he said it so 
he 


could see the blush on Micah’s face. 


“Well, now, aren’t you the silver tongued devil today?” 
Micah 


asked, stepping closer. “Take a little walk with me?” 


“But Micah, our guests,” Able said, blinking his eyes, as if 
the 


guests meant anything at all to him pitted against private 
time 


with Micah. They turned, as one, and headed toward the 
house. 


Micah drew him to his office and Able locked the door 
behind 


them. 
“We don’t have a lot of time, baby,” Micah said. 
“The way | feel, it won’t take a lot of time,” Able promised 


and reached for his zipper. Micah’s eyes widened and he 
smiled, 


reaching for his own. There was a stash of soft hand towels 
ina 


cabinet that stood beside Micah’s desk. Able headed there 
now 


and grabbed one, setting it on the desk. He turned to find 
Micah 


behind him. 
“I love you, Able Kenton,” Micah said, reaching for Able’s 
hard cock, now curved up toward his stomach. Micah pulled 


Able’s shirt up to his armpits and grasped both their cocks 
in one 


hand, squeezing them together. Able groaned. 


“Į love you right back, Micah Stone.” Able managed to 


speak somehow around the growl at the exquisite feelings 
that 


Micah’s hand was causing. Able pulled Micah’s shirt out of 
the 
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way and leaned in to flick Micah’s nipple with his tongue. 
Micah 


grunted and Able kept teasing both that and the other 
nipple as 


Micah jerked their cocks. Able felt Micah’s hand behind his 
head, 


drawing it up, so that he could mold their mouths together. 
“Oh, oh God, Micah. Never get enough of you, never. | 


want you all the time. | Know what all the songs are about 
now. 


You're the other half of me,” Able shut up then, with that 


thought between them. The sentiment seemed to push a 
button 


with Micah, because he sped up his hand and the two of 
them 


came almost simultaneously, covering his hand and both 
their 


stomachs with hot, sticky come. Able was having a hard 
time 


breathing through the orgasm, as Micah didn’t seem to want 
to 


release his mouth. 


Finally, Micah eased back, his tongue coming back out to 
Slide 


across Able’s lips. Able shuddered and pressed back for 
more. 


Micah did it again and Able met Micah’s tongue with his 
own, 


and they played for a few minutes as their breathing 
returned to 


near normal. Able reached for the towel and managed to 
take a 


step back to wipe them up. Micah’s hand was behind Able’s 
head 


as he tilted it down to watch what he was doing, making 
sure 


they were both clean before pulling their shirts back down. 
Able 


loved it when Micah cupped the back of his neck, feeling like 
it 


was almost a claiming gesture. He tilted his head back and 
rolled 


it against the strong hand, getting an impromptu neck 
massage. 


He groaned again at how good that felt. 
“I like the way you respond to any caress. You soak it up 


and get such joy just from my touch. It makes me feel so 
good 


knowing | make you feel good. Are you looking forward to 
going 


back up to the falls with Thomas?” Micah said, putting their 
foreheads together and looking into his eyes. 
“Yes, so much. It tickles me that sometimes you call it the 


springs and sometimes the falls. It’s like you have your 
seasons 


mixed up. | know it’s because you have both the springs and 
the 


waterfall there, but it might confuse some people.” Able 
said, 


grinning widely at Micah. 


“Yeah, the falls are at the springs, or vice versa. Whatever, 
it’s 
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a special place,” Micah laughed with Able. 


“You're right about that. But it’s going to be hard, not being 


together up there like we were before.” Able had thought 
about 


that, how they wouldn’t be able to make love with Thomas 
with 


them. 
“Oh, | don’t know. We're going to let him go off and explore 


on his own. We'll show him the best spots and spend some 
time 


with him, and then he’s got the whole area to explore. We'll 
let 


him know he needs to give us a shout out and a few 
minutes 


before he comes back into camp from his excursions. | think 
he'll 


be cool with that.” Micah had already talked to Thomas and 
the 


young man was fine with it. 
Hearing shouts and laughter outside, Able moved to the 


window and tried to lean out to see into the back where the 
party 


was going on. 


“I think some of the games have started. | know some 
people 


are going to go on the trail ride, others want to play 
horseshoes, 


and then there’s the group that wants to sit around and talk. 


Which group would you like to join?” Able said, turning back 
to 


Micah. 


“Let’s go see how it breaks down. We may split up and 
cover 


a couple of events, being the perfect hosts. We’ll be 
together later 


tonight. | can share you for a while. Then we'll show Thomas 


around the closer sights tomorrow and get ready to leave 
the 


next morning for our photo shoot. You know | asked him to 
take 


some pictures of you while he’s here, don’t you? Is that 
okay?” 


Micah asked, “Actually | want a couple of good pictures of 
you 


and if the truth were told, I’d love to have a couple of the 
two 


of us together.” 
“Certainly | don’t mind, since | asked him the same thing 


about you,” Able admitted. 


6666 
Much later that night, in Avery’s bedroom, there was a lot of 


quiet laughter and soft talking. Avery was blissfully happy. 
He 
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knew he'd found the love of his life and he couldn’t believe 
how 


things had fallen into place for him. It was like the universe 
was 


trying to make up for the hell he’d been through for all 
those 


years. He couldn’t ask for more right now. 


“I’ve never been so happy before. You make me believe in 
the 


beauty of love,” he said to BJ. 

BJ stopped undressing and looked over at Avery. 

“Aw, honey, that was so sweet. You know | return those 
feelings, don’t you? | love you, Avery Strong, so very much. | 


think we’re going to have the best life. | can’t believe that 
Micah 


said he’d build us a house so we can stay here on the ranch. 
| 


know that would make you happy. You love everyone here, 
he 


knows that. | think he cares a great deal about you, almost 
as 


much as you do for him. I’m glad he was here for you when 
you 


needed someone.” BJ came over and embraced Avery. 
Avery put his arms around Bj and felt like he held heaven 


in his embrace. Words that he’d never thought would be a 
part 


of his world filled his head as he held onto BJ, his head on 
BJ's 


shoulder. Love, compassion, kindness, strength, joy, wonder, 


passion, and understanding. All these things, he’d found at 
Stone 


Canyon. He tightened his arms around BJ. 

“What is it, hon?” BJ asked. Avery still reveled in how well BJ 
understood him and knew his every mood and need. 

“I was just thinking of all the things that have changed in 


my life, and how I’ve come to accept the good things like 
love 


and passion and happiness. I’m not completely healed or 
well, or 


whatever, as you well know from the fumbling attempts 
we've 


managed at making love. Your patience with me is 
unbelievable, 


BJ.” 
Avery was embarrassed when he thought of the two times 


they’d tried to do more than the juvenile bouts of 
lovemaking 


they managed before. They’d gotten so far and he’d 
suddenly 


been right back there in that house with those awful people 
and 


the other broken kids. BJ had been so full of tenderness and 
understanding, but how long would he keep putting up with 
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Avery’s failed attempts at being a whole man? 

“Forever.” BJ said. 

“How do you do that?” Avery asked, knowing that BJ would 


know what he was talking about. It’s like he could read 
Avery’s 


mind. 


“You get this look on your face when you start thinking | 


might get tired of waiting for you to measure up, in your 
own 


mind, not mine. l'Il never stop telling you that I’m fine the 
way 


we are. The things we have managed to do without hurting 
your 


soul have made me very happy. It’s not all about getting off, 
and 


you know that. You have to stop putting pressure on 
yourself, 


Avery. Maybe if you didn’t worry about it all the time, it 
would 


come more naturally. Did you ever think it might hurt me 
that 


you think | only care about having sex with you?” BJ had 
pulled 


Avery from his shoulder to look at him. 
“Oh, no. BJ, you know I don’t think that about you. You’ve 


been wonderful, but sometimes | just feel like it’s not fair to 
you.” 


Avery knew he was going to get an ass chewing for those 
words 


and it came as expected. 


“You stop that right now. Never again, you hear me? Never 


again say those words to me. | don’t deserve that from you. 
| love 


you, Avery, and | know you love me. There are no 
expectations 


here. There is just you and me, learning our way together. 
I’ve 


never been happier either. You know I don’t have any family 


left and my life is here with you now. Don’t take my 
happiness 


away by belittling your hard earned progress and your 
wonderful 


self in any way. Got it?” BJ had gone from stern and earnest 
to 


smiling as he finished. Avery felt like a fool...again. 
“Yes, and I’m sorry. Just know that I think you’re wonderful 
and I, l'Il get there. For you, with you, because of you, l'Il get 


there and we'll be able to make love and it will be 
wonderful. 


How’s that for positive?” Avery smiled at BJ now and 
grunted 


when BJ pulled him more tightly to him, rocking him from 
side 


to side. 


“We're good, Avery, we’re good. Come on to bed, baby. 
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Naked, huh? | love to feel you all against me,” BJ asked. 
“Sure, BJ. I like it, too. | never thought I’d be comfortable 


without my pajamas, but you feel so good on me that I’ve 
decided 


your skin is much better than silk PJs.” 

“Now, that’s a compliment for sure. Come here, Avery. Skin 
to skin, in my arms, all night. Heaven.” 

“My heaven.” Avery agreed and slipped into BJ’s arms. 
6666 

Weeks later, Micah and Able sat on the bed in their room 


and slowly turned the pages in a big coffee table book that 
had 


been in a huge package that Thomas had sent to them. 
There 


was an accompanying letter that told them they were to 
pick 


four pictures from it that would be enlarged and printed for 


them at no cost. There was also another smaller book that 
they 


were to look at, when alone with each other, after they’d 
gone 


through the big book. Still another book waited for them 
labeled 


“Miscellaneous.” 


“I knew he was good, and | knew that place was beautiful, 
but 


the two of those things together have made magic. I’ve 
looked 


at all these spots. Hell, | pointed them out to him, but I’ve 
never 


seen them like this. He’s a magician, Able, he has to be. | 
shouldn’t 


be surprised since I’ve seen his work, but these are 
spectacular. 


The colors and the way he makes things look so haunting. | 
knew 


he’d love the moon shots over the falls but he’s made them 
seem 


otherworldly.” Micah was beyond impressed and amazed at 
the 


fantastic pictures in the book. 
“Look at these of the rocks in the canyon. It’s almost like 


seeing it all for the first time. I’m like you. | recognize the 
places, 


but he’s made them come alive on the page. | say we pick 
two for 


the loft and two for here. | wonder if he’d print another book 
like 


this for the loft and we’d have all this at both places. | don’t 
think 


l'Il ever get tired of looking through this. | see a spot and 
think, 


‘Micah and | made love there’ or ‘we kissed there’ or even 
‘we 


stood right there and watched the sun set.’ This is an 
unbelievable 


gift. The memories alone make it priceless.” 
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They looked through that book, cover to cover, three times 


before going to the others. They chose the Miscellaneous 
one 


next. This one showed that Thomas was one busy man while 


he was here. There were pictures of everyone at the party 
and 


more. One they both exclaimed over was of Wally and 
Barney. 


Wally was leaning on the barn with Barney’s front paws on 


his shoulders. Barney was licking Wally’s chin, which he 
could 


do because Wally’s head was thrown back, his mouth wide 
in 


laughter. His hands were on Barney’s neck and there was 
such 


affection and joy in the picture that Micah put his hand out 
to 


Able, knowing it touched him deeply. 
There were pictures of each of Able’s family and one of 


them all together. Individual pictures of Batman, Ronnie, 
Jack, 


BJ, and Avery were all there. There were a few shots of 
Avery 


and BJ together, arms around each other or just gazing at 
each 


other like fools in love. Thomas had spent a considerable 
amount 


of time getting great shots of the horses, both stills and 
action 


shots. He’d even gone out and shot several pictures of the 
cattle. 


Thomas had taken advantage of every opportunity the 
ranch had 


to offer. That’s just what Micah had wanted. 


“Micah, | can’t wait to show these to everyone. They're such 


wonderful portraits. He’s managed to get everyone’s 
character 


down perfectly. Dad’s going to want a lot of these. l'Il get 
prints made for Anthony and Andrew, especially of the ones 


on the horses. They'll have bragging rights with those. This 
iS a 


wonderful gift.” 
“You're right, but it’s clear that Mr. Young’s going to make 


a lot of money from all this, which he should after all the 
work 


he put into it. Besides all the things we'll order, there are 
the 


opportunities for sales of the shots from the falls and the 
canyon. 


They'll sell well because he didn’t have anything quite like 
them 


until now. It’s definitely a win-win situation.” Micah was glad 
that 


Thomas would get a big reward from the time he’d spent 
here. 


After the time they’d spent at the falls with the young man, 
he 


felt they’d made a new close friend. He didn’t doubt that 
Thomas 


would be back to shoot more, as he hadn’t had nearly 
enough 
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time to shoot all the varied wonders that made up Stone 
Canyon 


Ranch. 
“Are you ready to look at the last book?” Able asked. 
“In a minute. Let’s put these on the table, and scoot up here 


together. If he said we have to be alone for these, I’m 
wondering 


what’s in store for us,” Micah said, putting the other books 
away 


and moving up to the headboard, settling Able beside him 
with 


the last book. “I was so happy up there with you both. | 
admit 


| was proud to show off how beautiful the place was and 
have 


him enjoy it so much. But, the time with you was wonderful, 
too. 


With him there, we weren’t as wildly passionate, but it was 
fun 


trying to be quiet, slow, and sweet. | felt so close to you. | 
don’t 


r 


know if I’m saying it right. Let’s just see what he has for us.’ 
Micah echoed Able’s gasp as they opened the book and the 


first picture was the two of them silhouetted against the 
purple 


sky, as they stood embracing on one of the huge rocks near 
the 


falls. No one would be able to tell who the two men were in 
the 


photograph, but anyone would be able to tell the depth of 
feeling 


between the two. 

“Oh, my God, he needs to open a whole other side of his 
business. There’s so much emotion just coming right off the 
page. Two kinds of beauty are there, huh?” Able said. 


“That’s beautiful, Able, really. Turn the page, come on, | 
can't 


wait to see what else he’s got for us.” 

There were several gasps and groans and even misty eyes 
as they went through that book. Neither had been aware of 
Thomas shooting their pictures together. Oh, there were the 


portraits they’d requested of him in the other book, even 
several 


posed ones of them together. But these were candid. None 
were 


anything other than beautiful. Micah knew they’d done 
nothing 


out in the open that could be considered lewd or crude, so 
each 


photo was a surprise. Thomas had some from the party of 
Micah 


and Able talking, one or the other’s hand always on the 
other 


one, always touching. Most of them, though, were taken 
during 


the falls trip. 
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There was one of Micah standing with Able held in front 


of him as they looked up at the height of the falls. Taken just 
a 


little bit off to the side of them, it showed the wonder on 
their 


faces from the profile shot. Another was taken of the two of 


them sitting on a rock beside the fire. Taken from the back 
with 


the light in front making a glow around them, it showed how 


close they sat, with Micah’s hand around Able’s waist and 
Able’s 


head resting on Micah’s shoulder. Their cowboy hats tilted 
as 


they looked forward to the fire. 
So many photos, so many beautiful shots of the two, holding 


hands as they walked up a slope or standing beside each 
other, 


touching hips as they looked up to the moon over the falls. 
While 


they’d thought Thomas was shooting the landscapes, and 
he was, 


he was also shooting the love and devotion between two 
men 


along with the natural beauty around them. 


The last picture in the book was a kiss. Micah could hear 
that 


Able was holding his breath as he looked at the picture. It 
was 


stunning in the fact that it was so absolutely sexual and 
passionate. 


Micah was leaning against the canyon wall, with Able in his 
arms. 


Since they were near the same height it was impossible to 
kiss 


without one or the other removing a hat. Micah had Able’s 
hat 


in the hand that was wrapped around Able’s waist. The 
other 


was cupping the back of Able’s neck, which was tilted back 
as 


Micah’s mouth covered Able’s completely. Micah’s hat had 
been 


pushed back and his eyes were closed. Able’s arms were up 
and 


around Micah’s neck as he held on tightly and participated 
fully 


in the kiss. 
“Oops, | had no idea he saw that. | don’t blame him for 


shooting it, though. It’s a clear picture of love and 
sensuality. We 


may have to order another of these books, because | don’t 
doubt 


but what I’m going to wear the pages thin looking at it over 
and 


over. This is the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. You know, I'd 
like to 


have a large copy of the first one in here, over there,” Able 
said, 


pointing to the wall by the bed. 


“That would be fine with me. | agree. This is unbelievable. | 


can’t even be embarrassed at all the times he caught us 
together. 
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They’re just too wonderful. We’ll always have this. We’ll go 
back 


again and again, but we’ll always have these memories of 
our 


first times there. Yeah, Mr. Young is going to make a mint off 
us, 


huh?” Micah didn’t mind at all. 
“Well worth it, Micah. | don’t even have words to express 


how much this means. Let’s start over and look at them 
again.” 


Able said. 
“Okay. Kiss first.” It was a good while before they looked at 


the book again, and an even longer time before they left 
their 


room to share the other two books with their friends. 
Micah called everyone up to the house for supper and told 
them to come an hour early. He invited them all into the big 


family room and had half of the group look through the big 
book 


of landscapes while the others gathered to look at the book 
with 


all the portraits and animals. Laughter and teasing and awe- 
filled 


gasps filled the room. Micah and Able stood watching the 
people 


they loved enjoy the wonders of the memories in the books. 
Able held up an imaginary glass and motioned for Micah to 


do the same thing. Micah did and grinned when Able 
whispered 


to him, “To love and Stone Canyon.” 

“To love and Stone Canyon.” Micah whispered back. 
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